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THE EDITORS’ NOTEBOOK

From time to time we receive communications that
assume the existence of a “FARMS position” on a
given Book of Mormon topic and that the Journal
promotes and publishes only material that supports
such a presumed viewpoint. Our readers and contributors may be assured that such an idea is not true.
In this respect the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies is like any other scholarly journal. We subscribe to
no predetermined position on any subject that is
appropriately addressed by scholars who use methods
that are normal in their fields. As editors we operate
with assurance from our sponsoring institution, the
Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, that we are free to conduct the Journal in whatever
manner we deem appropriate. Nobody dictates what
we shall or shall not publish. Nor do we ourselves
insist that the editors’ views on a subject prevail over
an author’s differing views. Our prime concern, as
outlined in our first issue, is to advance truth by
newly illuminating scripture. We seek to do that by
inviting contributions from able writers who apply
sound methods of scholarship or science to the study
of interesting and significant topics.
There are reasons why we do not publish certain
things. The JBMS is built on the same fundamental
beliefs as FARMS: particularly that the Book of Mormon and other scriptures are sacred and are best
approached from a perspective of faith in their divine
elements. At the same time, we believe that the best
methods of scholarship, which we respect and champion, provide a means for discovering new truth and
clarifying old ones. FARMS, Brigham Young University, and the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints are to be held innocent of supporting any particular viewpoints that appear within articles we
print, for the authors alone bear responsibility for
statements they make.
Our decisions about what goes into the Journal
normally depend on more immediate, operational
considerations, not on theological or ethical issues.
The editors solicit, choose, or reject material mainly
on the basis of whether (1) a proposed piece of writing is cogent, clear, well informed, and novel enough
that it brings new light to a large portion of our read-

ership; (2) the topic has been studied by enough
capable people that an author’s statements about it
can enjoy the benefit of informed peer criticism;
(3) the subject can be discussed in sufficient depth
within the limits of the space available to us and our
readers’ patience. But in none of those decisions is the
question of an established FARMS opinion about the
subject matter involved.

Guidelines for Articles for the Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies
These are available on the FARMS website
(www.farmsresearch.com), by e-mail request to
jbms@byu.edu, or by mail from FARMS. In general, completed manuscripts should not be sent
in without first submitting a detailed outline or
abstract to the editors.

A Maori View of the
Book of Mormon

LOUIS MIDGLEY

“The Book of Mormon,”
according to Richard Bushman,
“portrays
in many ways
This, he maintains,
“is the hardest point for modern
readers to deal with,” so “it has
been difficult for Mormon and
non-Mormon alike to
the real intellectual problem of
the Book of Mormon.” Why?
“The

own.”

another world
alien to our

grasp

preconceptions
of the modern age
[have] led Mormons as well as
in the
critics
Book of Mormon

to see things
that are
not there.”

Most of the critics have supposed that the book is no
more than a hodgepodge of Bible allusions, ideas drawn
from Joseph Smith’s New England milieu, and his imaginative
story-telling. They characterize it as a random collection of
unrelated notions, making it absurd to try to discover in the
text a consistent Nephite culture or civilization.
Latter-day Saints generally have assumed that, since the
Book of Mormon as they know it in English reads noticeably

Elaborately carved community meeting houses like this continued as
centers of rural Maori life through the first half of the twentieth century and indicate the substantial degree of cultural continuity from
pre-European days. Photo courtesy John W. Welch.

like their Bible, the cultural environment in which Book of
Mormon events took place must have been roughly like
that of the Old Testament. (They little understand how
alien that Old Testament setting was when compared with
our situation today and consequently how little of it we
understand.) According to Bushman, in dealing with Book
of Mormon religious teachings church members usually
“employ a proof text method . . . taking passages [from the
This is the first of a series of articles explaining different ways
in which various peoples have interpreted the Book of Mormon according to their particular cultural perspectives. It is
an adaptation of part of the author's “A Singular Reading:
The Måori and the Book of Mormon,” in Mormons, Scripture, and the Ancient World: Studies in Honor of John L.
Sorenson, ed. Davis Bitton (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1998),
245–76.
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Nephite record] out of context to prove a point.”2 The
points we try to prove are nearly always based on the
assumption that Nephite beliefs and practices were
essentially similar to those of nineteenth- and twentiethcentury Mormonism.
There are dangers inherent in reading the sacred record
in either of these ways. Those who approach the Book of
Mormon from the point of view that what is primary in it
is a set of theological statements, on the one hand, or that
it can be explained by currently fashionable secular
explanations, on the other, both “lose sight of the larger
world which the book evokes. The genius of the Book of
Mormon, like that of many works of art, is that it brings
an entire society and culture into existence, with a religion,
an economy, a technology, a government, a geography, a
sociology, all combined into a complete world.” We
should, says Bushman, strive to grasp “this larger world
and relate individual passages to greater structures if we
are to find their broadest meaning.”3
To be sure, the basic message of the Book of Mormon
can be read by people from any culture. Nephi’s intentional
“plainness” (2 Nephi 25:4) ensures that. Thus “the fulness
of the gospel” can be discerned by all, although that “fulness”
is only of core principles, not a complete inventory of
doctrines springing from that core. Where a problem
exists is in trying to discern those portions of the text that
are more subtle. There is much wisdom and inspiration for
us there that we may be missing if we are satisfied to read
the scripture from just one—our usual—mind set. We
should be anxious to learn more from the remarkable
volume Mormon has prepared for us than gospel basics. At
the feast of ideas, images, and meanings he presents in his
book, we want to taste more than just bread and water, as
initially satisfying as they may be to the hungry.
Of course not all Latter-day Saints read the Book of
Mormon the same way. What they see in the book depends
to a considerable extent on their cultural mooring.
According to their history and also their immediate
circumstances, they interpret its teachings and history in
various ways. It would be naïve to suppose that LDS
converts in Nigeria, Siberia, Japan, and Alabama will all
draw the same range of meanings from the Nephite
scripture. Certain aspects of its message they can share,
but we can hardly suppose that any of us in our study of
the book are capable of leaping clear across the cultural
chasm that separates modern people from Mormon, the
book’s fourth-century A.D. editor in ancient America.
In this essay I explain how I learned about one group
of Latter-day Saints who came to emphasize aspects of
the Book of Mormon that were quite different from

those I took for granted out of my Utah background. I
will describe how the saints I knew among the Måori,
the native people of New Zealand, in the early 1950s
read the Book of Mormon in a way that had never come
to my mind. They tended to see it as though it were an
account of their own ancestors’ past, the past of a people
much like themselves.
I do not relate this to make a point that the Måori were
right and I was wrong, or that I was right and they were
wrong. I now realize that we were looking at a complex
record from which multiple meanings can be taken. The
situation has a parallel in “reading” a piece of art. If one
person sees a sculptured figure in one light while another
views it from a different perspective, we do not suppose
that one perception is “right” and the other “wrong.” In the
case of any artifact, and especially a book, different
interpretations may mean only that there are unexplored
points of view regarding it beyond our own. We benefit by
opening ourselves up to potentially enlightening alternatives.
The Måori Encounter the Restored Gospel

The first Latter-day Saint missionaries to New Zealand
arrived in 1854. At first they worked among the white settlers
who had begun arriving a generation earlier. The Måori
called them Påkehå (pronounced “pah-ke-hah”). Not until
nearly thirty years later did Latter-day Saint messengers take
the gospel to the Måori. When that happened, something
surprising took place.
In many instances the message and mode of prayer of
the early LDS missionaries seemed to those they met to
fulfill prophecies that had been made earlier by Måori
tohunga (persons deeply learned in traditional lore).
Prophecies by at least four individual tohunga had said
that their people should wait to adopt a version of
Christianity that would be brought to them by young
men from the east who would travel in pairs; they would
raise their right hand (or, in one prophecy, their arms)
over their heads when they prayed. When Mormon
missionaries did arrive, their prayers took this form.
Within a few decades thousands of Måori had joined the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. A majority of
the natives, however, joined other Christian churches or
hybrid Christian-native religious groups.
What happened when the LDS missionaries arrived and
taught these people differed from place to place. At that
time there was no such thing as a unified “Måori people.”
A locality was inhabited by a particular extended family,
subtribe, or tribe. Each group more or less had its own set
of traditions and connections. The relationships within
and between these groups might be governed by friendship,

Of course not all Latter-day Saints
read the Book of Mormon the same

What they see in the
book depends to a considerable

way.

extent on their cultural mooring. . . .

We can hardly suppose
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cautious alliance, or bitter enmity. In some places the
missionaries found favor with a particular powerful family,
so their cause prospered locally and among that group’s
allies elsewhere. In other settings, circumstances were such
that the Mormons failed to establish any foothold.
Historical records and memories tell us little about what
the Måori saints were thinking in that pioneering period
when they began to identify with Mormonism and started
to read the Book of Mormon (the literacy rate quite quickly
came to be high). But we know what happens around the
world when rich, powerful, literate Western European civilization has an impact on simpler peoples dependent on
oral tradition. The body of information and ideas that had
been central to the weaker group’s identity was inevitably

there were two mission districts and dozens of small
branches and home Sunday schools. Initially, my missionary
companions were Måori just out of high school. We had
scant hope that the Påkehå would be interested in what
they considered to be a Måori church; nevertheless, we
stopped at many of their farms and sometimes were
treated kindly. But rarely were they interested in our
message. Most of them had never been in a Måori home,
so they were astonished that I depended routinely on their
darker-skinned neighbors for food and shelter.
Mostly we visited Måori people. They were small farmers
scattered over the countryside. Generally they clustered at
or near a traditional på (gathering place) that often had a
community meeting house that was also used for our reli-

We were welcomed into every Måori home, LDS or not.
They always insisted that we have karakia (a word that meant
praying, preaching, and singing). Our participation in
these activities, along with our expressions of love and blessing on their
homes and families, was what we offered them in return

for their

wonderful hospitality.
eroded, corrupted, and eventually forgotten for the most
part. We simply do not know how the process went on
over a century ago in New Zealand, but the result certainly
was that the native people lost their way. Yet at least for
some of the Måori, Mormonism and particularly the
Book of Mormon furnished them materials to build a new
bridge between their past and the modern world in which
they found themselves.
I will describe what I observed about the way the Måori
tended to read the Book of Mormon in the area in which I
worked beginning in 1950. At that time our missionary
routine gave me an unusual opportunity to learn how
different their thinking was about life, God, and that
scripture. I had many chances to hear old Måori stories,
listen to their preaching, and converse with them at length,
both saints and others. I was a naïve participant-observer
who was also deeply enthralled with the Book of Mormon;
hence, I was curious about the way they read this book.
My first experience was in an area north of the capital,
Auckland, the largest city in New Zealand. In the area
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gious meetings. We were welcomed into every Måori
home, LDS or not. They always insisted that we have
karakia (a word that meant praying, preaching, and
singing). Our participation in these activities, along with
our expressions of love and blessing on their homes and
families, was what we offered them in return for their wonderful hospitality. In these domestic devotional sessions I
often told about the restoration of the gospel and Joseph
Smith. Even the non-LDS people had heard this message
before and often believed what we told them, although
they did not act on their belief. After karakia we would eat
a large meal and then continue in conversation as old stories were repeated—this was still an oral culture despite the
fact that most could more or less read and write English.
I would tell them that the gospel had been restored
through Joseph Smith and that the Book of Mormon was
the word of God; therefore they should come into the
church. They explained that their problems were not with
our message but with sin. I was stunned by their candor.
They explained in painful detail that they were too weak,

too addicted to beer or other vices, to join the church.
They pointed out that they were very much like the people
described in the Book of Mormon; they lacked the spiritual
strength to stay on a righteous path for long. In fact, they
saw the Nephite book as a description of their own situation,
and they saw themselves as, at least partially and in some
way, descendants of Lehi’s colony in America.
What the Måori Saw in the Book of Mormon

The Måori read the Book of Mormon differently than
I did. I was anxious to find proof texts and was busy
harmonizing its teachings with what I understood to be
correct doctrinal teaching back in Utah. The Måori, in
contrast, saw it as a tragic story of families in conflict and
subtribes and tribes quarreling with each other and bent
on revenge for personal insults and factional quarrels.
They looked more at the larger patterns of events and less
at what might be construed from particular verses. They
saw stories of ambitious rivals to traditional authority trying
to carve out positions of power and territory for themselves.
They perceived how ambition led to quarrels within
families and between extended families and tribes. They
understood the atonement as an exchange of gifts between
our Heavenly Father and his children, somewhat in the
way their own relationships were marked by reciprocal
acts of hospitality as manifestations of love. They found
that the Book of Mormon described patterns of events
similar to those in their traditional lore as well as in their
present situation. In that sense the book was their history,
or at least it was their kind of history—a mirror of both
the noble and base qualities in their own past and present,
on an individual as well as a community level.
For the Måori I knew, the Book of Mormon was not, as
it was for me, a source of information about puzzling doctrinal matters. Instead, they were fascinated by the narrative portions of the Book of Mormon. I merely glanced at
those stories to locate particular teachings that interested
me. They saw messages and moral instruction embedded
in the stories. I focused on individual verses and saw them
as authoritative teachings on matters I had learned from
other books that the Måori saints were mostly unaware of.
They tended to focus on context, on the accounts of evils
inflicted on communities by pride and ambition, by struggles for power and the abuse of power, by quarrels and
wars. They saw signs of kinship and the order it provides
as well as the rivalry it engenders. In the Book of Mormon
they found the consequences of divine blessings, and also
the curse brought on by the breakdown of family ties. The
rise of secret combinations was interpreted as a result of
lawless gangs organized by ambitious leaders who had

created them as surrogate families that were no longer
controlled by traditional standards.
The Måori were also astonished by certain Book of
Mormon events that I took for granted. For example, they
were stunned by the audacity of Nephi in challenging his
older brothers, when he claimed to be the rightful interpreter of the revelations his father had received. Age and
birth order were still powerful qualifications in Måori society, so the actions of young Nephi in challenging his elders
were shocking. But precisely because it defied traditional
understandings, they saw importance in the story of Nephi.
They could also understand the opposition of Laman and
his faction to Nephi’s claims. They noticed and understood
the persistence of insults and conflicts that fuel the factional
disputes recorded so often in the Nephite record. They were

Mormon missionaries were among the few Pakehas who became
active participants in Maori life. Photo courtesy John W. Welch (the
missionary shown is Welch’s grandfather).
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Branches of the LDS Church in Maori areas were formed around large extended families. Photo courtesy John W. Welch.

reminded of similar tales of insults and resentments in their
own past. They also noticed that some of the success of
Nephite religious teachers seemed to depend on their skill
in dealing through distant kin and hence involved subtle
matters of kin relationships.
These people also found nothing surprising in how
rapidly individuals and communities of Lehi’s descendants
forgot their duties. This was exactly what they considered
the reality of their own lives and the history of their people.
They not only believed that they were somehow related to
the Nephite sailor Hagoth, and thus to Nephi’s (not
Laman’s) tribe, but they also saw themselves replicating
the tragic tale told in the Book of Mormon of a disobedient
covenant people upon whom woes and darkness had
come. To me, on the other hand, the ease with which the
Nephite faithful fell away and later, when chastened by
preachers or adverse circumstances, returned to the fold,
was the least believable feature of the book.
It was not uncommon for missionaries to urge the
Måori saints to begin to cull from the scriptures the kinds
of proof texts we employed in teaching the gospel to the

10
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Påkehå. However, the Måori tended to ignore such admonitions, fastening instead on the historical narratives and
the messages they carried. They thought that much of
importance to them was to be found in the moral lessons
embedded in the stories.
On the contrary, I had learned to mine the Book of
Mormon for discrete bits of information about divine
and human things, and I had little appreciation for the
way in which stories and their plots can carry a message.
I was not sensitive to highly symbolic and formalized
messages. Instead, I wanted the Måori saints to read the
Book of Mormon for the kinds of things that I found
interesting in it. But they loved the book for different
reasons. First and foremost, they read it as a tale of a
people much like themselves. The Måori were a tribal
people with genealogies and accompanying accounts of
noted ancestors. Much of Måori lore was directly or
indirectly related to tales of family and tribal conflicts.
The Måori were known for the ease with which they
gave and received insults, and the passion with which
they kept alive over many generations real or assumed

The Måori were known for the ease

gave and
received insults, and the

with which they

passion with which they kept alive

over many generations
real or assumed offenses by others,

the Lamanites and Nephites.
in the manner of

offenses by others, in the manner of the Lamanites and
Nephites. The LDS Måori saw a dire warning against this
sort of thing when they read the Book of Mormon.
I now see that a significant part of their identity was
found in their belief that part of what they are as a people
and as individuals is spelled out in the Nephite record.
There is more to the Måori attachment to the Book of
Mormon than a fascination with the story of Hagoth: The
Book of Mormon supplies them with a way of holding on
to certain noble portions of their traditional culture as
they become a belief-centered people.
Hindsight

In 1950, when I first encountered the Måori way of
reading the Book of Mormon, I was confident that they
were missing some important elements of the book. Perhaps
I was right. What I did not initially see, however, was that
my way of reading the Book of Mormon had its limitations.
With more experience I now see that their way of reading
has certain advantages and may open up meanings that I
had overlooked precisely because of the limits of the cultural
horizon within which I was taught to read scripture.
I now believe there is an important lesson to be learned
about the limits imposed on us by our own rather narrow
cultural horizon as we approach our sacred texts. At least in
part I have learned this lesson from my early encounter with
the Måori way of handling the Book of Mormon. We make
a mistake when we assume that our (Deseret) way, whatever
that may be, is the only way to faithfully read the scriptures.
My belief, bolstered by reflections on my experience among
the Måori, is that there are multiple plausible, alternative,
and still faithful, ways of reading Mormon’s record. Our
traditional, Utah-based way seems completely natural to us.
Yet it does not exhaust the range of meanings to be found
in that inexhaustible store of meanings in the sacred books.
We majority Latter-day Saints can, I believe, benefit from
a deepened and broadened understanding of God’s dealings
with humanity shown to us by other cultural traditions.
They can provide us with alternative perspectives on
sacred history that they gain by bringing to bear on the
scriptures different cultural assumptions than ours. Our
fellow saints from other backgrounds can help us break
out of our taken-for-granted cultural cocoon. I believe
that saints who escape the confines of their cultural
assumptions can, like an insect pupa emerging from its
protective chrysalis, move to a more beautiful and freer
state of being—the spiritual and cultural equivalent of
becoming a butterfly. My experience with the Måori and
their manner of seeing the Book of Mormon tended to
move that process ahead in my life.
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The History
of an Idea
The Scene on Stela 5 from Izapa, Mexico, as a
Representation of Lehi’s Vision of the Tree of Life
Stewart W. Brewer
n 1941 Matthew W. Stirling of the Smithsonian Institution of Washington, D.C., conducted preliminary archaeological investigations at the site of Izapa in Chiapas, near
Mexico’s southern border with Guatemala.1 During his
work there, Stirling unearthed a large carved stone monument which he labeled Stela 5. Nearly a decade later, Professor M. Wells Jakeman, founder and chairman of the
Department of Archaeology at Brigham Young University,
claimed that the scene carved in bas-relief on the stone was
a representation of Lehi’s vision of the tree of life as
reported in the Book of Mormon.2
Since that time Latter-day Saints have either accepted or
rejected Jakeman’s proposal to varying degrees. Many have
enthusiastically accepted his conclusions, while others
believe that his claim lay somewhere between tenuous and
outrageous. Notwithstanding criticisms from the beginning, Jakeman’s thesis gained widespread support in succeeding years from lay people and some scholars. This
article presents a historical sketch of the reactions by
Latter-day Saints and others to this claim about Stela 5
and discusses some of the historical implications of acceptance or rejection of Jakeman’s theory.

Izapa Stela 5.

I

The site of Izapa, looking inland toward the great mountain chain, the
Sierra Madre. Photo by Daniel Bates. Courtesy David A. Palmer and
SEHA.
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Izapa and Stela 5 in Ancient Times

The ruins of Izapa were inhabited by 1,400 B.C. However,
Izapa did not become a major settlement until roughly a
millennium later. In the period from about 300 to 50 B.C.,
it was an important ritual and artistic center; during this
same time many of the sculptured stone monuments at
Izapa were produced, including Stela 5.
Stela 5 is a slab of volcanic stone (andesite) that measures
2½ m high, 1½ m wide, ½ m thick, and weighs around 1½
tons. Originally it was erected in the front of what archaeologists labeled Izapa Structure 56 in Group A. In front of the
stela sat Altar 36, a “flat-topped, irregular boulder.”3 The
carving of Izapan monuments is unique in Mesoamerican
art. A number of scenes on the stones at Izapa display a
narrative style; they seem to tell a story or represent a segment of a myth. Connections have been demonstrated
between representations in the art at Izapa and themes or
events described in the Popol Vuh, the ancient sacred book
of the Quiché Maya of nearby highland Guatemala.4 The
people who anciently inhabited the Pacific Coastal lowlands
of southern Mexico (the Soconusco area that includes Izapa)
related most closely to the bearers of the earlier Olmec
civilization and art style to the north.
The Olmec area proper was centered on the coast of the
Gulf of Mexico in the state of Veracruz, with extensions
southward along the Pacific coast of Chiapas. A distinctive

14
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Olmec style of sculpture developed around 1,200 years
before the time of Christ. Some archaeologists continue to
speak of this Olmec development as the “mother culture”
of all later high cultures in Mesoamerica. However, the art
and culture at Izapa is far from being simply a direct
descendant of Olmec art. While related, it has its own creative aspects. Arguments have even been offered proposing
that Izapa could have been where the crucial developments in astronomy and calendar-reckoning took place
resulting in the famous Maya calendar.5
While the Izapa art style as such was primarily restricted
to a small area along the Pacific Coast, the influence of its
artists extended much farther. Features of the art at Izapa
can be detected in cultures located in highland Guatemala,
central Chiapas, the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Oaxaca, and
central Veracruz which is 300 miles away. There is evidence that migrants from the Chiapas area moved into the
area north of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec during the
ascendancy of Izapa and transplanted aspects of southern
art and culture in certain of the northern settlements. Specialists in later Maya civilization consider that the art of
Izapa also contributed signally to the development of the
Maya style in the Yucatan Peninsula, acting as a transition
between the Olmec and the Maya.
However, the glory of Izapa was short-lived. By A.D. 100
the site was essentially abandoned. The scores of monu-

ments that had been erected were left standing to weather
the heavy summer rain and suffer from the resultant
inroads of tropical vegetation. Parts of the site were occupied at various times thereafter, but it never regained its
standing as a dominant, or even major, sacred center on
the southern Pacific Coast of today’s Mexico.
Modern Discovery of Izapa and Interpretations of Stela 5

C. A. Culebro, a school teacher in Chiapas, was the first to
publish a drawing of Stela 5 and offer a speculative interpretation of its scene. His drawing and notions appeared in a
pamphlet privately printed in 1939.6 During the same general period, a few scholarly visitors saw the ruin, but actual
investigation did not begin until archaeologist Matthew W.
Stirling spent a week there in 1941. He cleared the vegetation
from around 20 monuments, placed them upright, and
photographed them. In 1943 he published a short illustrated
report. Stela 5 was among the photographed monuments,
and Stirling noted that it was the largest and most intricately sculpted of those he had discovered.7

Throughout his career Jakeman published more than
one version of his interpretation of Stela 5. The first, in
1953, was phrased in scholarly terms and did not demand
that readers be very familiar with the Book of Mormon to
appreciate his arguments. The discussion began by listing
“Fixed Elements,” “Characters,” and “Dynamic Features.”
The seven fixed elements were physical in nature—a dark
wilderness, a tree, a river, a rod of iron, a straight and narrow path, a large field, and a large building. Some of these
were less than obvious to the casual observer, but Jakeman
pointed out artistic features that he considered to represent those elements. For example, the large field he
believed was represented by a small uncarved segment of
the background. He argued that it stood conceptually for a
large field but could not be shown larger because the scene

Stela 5 and the Lehi Tree of Life Stone

In 1953 Jakeman concluded that the depiction on Stela
5 represented Lehi’s vision of the tree of life as reported in
1 Nephi 8:10–15. His initial treatment of the topic came
out in a special bulletin of the University Archaeological
Society (UAS), which was an extension of, and supported
by, the BYU Department of Archaeology (UAS’s name was
changed to the Society for Early Historical Archaeology,
SEHA, in 1965). In this preliminary essay, Jakeman
included the relatively small photograph from Stirling’s
report. However, his argument regarding the composition
of the scene was based on a large drawing of the monument he himself made from an enlargement of that photograph. His analysis began with a discussion of Lehi’s
dream as reported in 1 Nephi, then he presented and discussed a list of parallels that he believed to be visible
between his drawing and the vision recorded by Nephi.8
This publication created an immediate ripple of enthusiasm that spread from Provo and the BYU campus to
other parts of the church. Over the next several years, the
membership of the UAS increased “by several hundred
percent,” mainly in response to the public’s reception of
Jakeman’s theory.9 Some of the approbation was triggered
by the BYU student newspaper which in 1953 ran several
articles informing the faculty and students about the discovery. The articles encouraged students to support the
UAS by becoming members, and many of their parents
apparently responded also.10 Another result was soon
apparent: Jakeman became a sought-after lecturer.

M. Wells Jakeman’s 1958 drawing.
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was so crowded. Eleven or twelve visible characters or personages were also identified, and Jakeman proposed
names for seven of them, including Lehi, Sariah, Laman,
Lemuel, Sam, Nephi, and a man in a white robe. Finally,
Jakeman’s ten dynamic features represented actions (such
as “teaching”) or relationships between characters and
scenes that were indicated in or inferred from the scriptural description of the vision.11
Crucial to this preliminary publication was a small reproduction of Jakeman’s drawing of Stela 5, with the specific
elements numbered and his interpretation provided. The
complete list of elements comprised 27 items, most of which
he linked by inferences to the Book of Mormon text.12
Up until 1959 frequent references to Jakeman’s ideas
appeared in the UAS newsletters and in the BYU campus
paper.13 During this period Jakeman and the UAS tried to
get the Mexican government to move the stela to the
national museum in Mexico City for safekeeping and to
allow visitors easier access. When those attempts failed,
Jakeman dispatched people from BYU’s archaeology
department to Izapa where they made a latex mold of the
face of the monument. This mold was brought to the BYU
campus early in 1958.
In 1959 Jakeman published one of his principal works,
an expanded treatment of Stela 5.14 Unlike his first essay,
this publication was directed to a predominantly LDS
audience. It included a modified list of correlations and
also identified what Jakeman characterized as “hieroglyphic names” near certain of the characters in the scene.
These names appeared as artistic motifs that Jakeman considered virtual hieroglyphs, and which he “translated” as
the names Lehi, Nephi, etc.
In 1960 Jakeman issued a new version of the 1958 publication that targeted a scholarly audience.15 Here he dealt
especially with artistic motifs and iconographic aspects of
the carving. He focused on features that, he argued, were
shared by this Mesoamerican monument and various Near
Eastern art styles and monuments. These parallels, he said,
were strong evidence that a group from the Old World
heartland had reached ancient Mesoamerica. In this treatment he made no mention of parallels to the Book of Mormon as such. Non-Mormon art analyst Charles Gallenkamp
reviewed this monograph for the UAS newsletter and
praised Jakeman for his objectivity in analyzing “a controversial though undeniably tempting area of speculation.”16
Later Scholarly Studies

Further development of thought on Stela 5 came as the
product of years of investigation at the site by V. Garth
Norman. He participated in the Izapa Project (1961–1965)
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carried out by BYU’s New World Archaeological Foundation (NWAF). Norman concentrated on producing highquality photographs of all the monuments from Izapa
known at the time, paying special attention to Stela 5.17 His
photographs were taken under varied conditions of both
natural and artificial light. In the “album” of his work published in 1973 by the NWAF, Norman presented for each
monument both the best single photo he had obtained and,
alongside it, the same photograph on which he had outlined
features that had been revealed by alternative lighting
arrangements but that could not all be clearly seen in a single photograph. His album became the basis for all subsequent discussions by scholars of this impressive body of art.

V. Garth Norman’s enhanced photograph, published in 1973.

Three years later he published a large monograph in which
he descriptively placed the art at Izapa in the context of
Mesoamerican art in general as it was then known.
In regard to Stela 5, Norman considered that it represented one of the most complex narrative scenes found at
Izapa. He noted that errors in detecting details of the art
motifs on the stela had “plagued” Jakeman’s interpretive
efforts, and therefore, “much of [Jakeman’s] work must be
rendered invalid because of the inaccuracies in [his]
reproduction of Stela 5.”18
After comparing the Izapa style and its motifs with
other Mesoamerican art complexes, Norman proposed an

interpretation of Stela 5 that differed considerably from
Jakeman’s. Norman’s view was that a “road of life” theme
was central on the stone. It linked human birth, death, and
rebirth to a different sphere of existence.19
Norman wrote on this topic for an LDS audience in
1985, in the Ensign, the official magazine of the church. He
summarized the current status of thought on the monument. At this time he accepted Jakeman’s tree of life interpretation “with some modifications,” while questioning
Jakeman’s reading of “Nephi” as a name glyph.20 However,
he later commented that “these differences by no means
invalidate [Jakeman’s] hypothesis; rather, they have considerably deepened its meaning.”21

Izapa: An Introduction to the Ruins
and Monuments provided a technical record
of the relationships among the natural setting,
the ruins, the monuments and their art,
and the archaeological record. . . . Lowe
observed, “I cannot escape the impression that
Stela 5 presents an original creation
myth, closely similar to those recorded very
much later in the Popol Vuh.”
Other Interpretations of Stela 5

In 1965 Suzanne Miles, a Ph.D. researcher on
Mesoamerican art, offered the first serious discussion of
Stela 5 by a non-Mormon. She postulated that Izapa Stela
5 presented a “fantastic visual myth.”22 She offered her
own drawing, which differed in some areas from Jakeman’s. Her analysis grouped Stela 5 with other Late Preclassic and Protoclassic period monuments at Izapa such
as Stelas 2, 7, 12, 18, 21, and 22. This implied that the
iconography or visual symbols on this whole set sprang
from the minds of artists who shared the same myth culture. (So logically, if Stela 5 were to represent a Book of
Mormon theme, then other sculptures associated with it
could also be related to that same scripture.) While Miles
did not openly consider, let alone reject, Jakeman’s theory
(probably she was not even aware of it), her interpretation
of the art at Izapa did not support his proposed interpretation of Stela 5 nor the accuracy of his drawing.
Earlier, in 1957, Clyde Keeler also reached a different
conclusion regarding the stela, interpreting it as reflecting
widespread human psychological tendencies which he

illustrated from myths of the Cuna Indians of Panama. He
paid no attention to Jakeman’s publications or drawings.23
In 1982 a major work summarized the results of the
BYU-NWAF Izapa Project in the 1960s.24 Gareth W. Lowe,
a BYU graduate who had become field director of the
Foundation, was the principal author of the section that
discussed the monuments. He directed the Foundation’s
four seasons of excavation at the site and was instrumental
in getting Norman’s monographs published. He was also
by then a well-respected Mesoamerican archaeologist.
This comprehensive report, Izapa: An Introduction to the
Ruins and Monuments, provided a technical record of the
relationships among the natural setting, the ruins, the
monuments and their art, and the archaeological record. It
also included a short but significant discussion specifically
on Stela 5. Lowe observed, “I cannot escape the impression
that Stela 5 presents an original creation myth, closely
similar to those recorded very much later in the Popol
Vuh.”25 He also interpreted the scene on that stela in terms
of its possible calendrical significance, likening signs on it
to specific Maya and Aztec day signs and their names.
Nothing he wrote acknowledged any connection of the
piece or its symbolism with the Book of Mormon or Jakeman’s hypothesis.
Criticism of the Jakeman Interpretation

Even before Norman’s revision of Jakeman’s view, critics
had challenged Jakeman’s original thesis. Opposition came
from both LDS and non-LDS scholars.
Sometime late in 1958, a typewritten seven-page paper
by Hugh Nibley, professor of ancient scripture at BYU, circulated on, and presumably off, the BYU campus. In it
Nibley sarcastically attacked all the major methodological
and epistemological underpinnings of Jakeman’s treatment of Stela 5.
His first complaint was that “Mr. J’s” argument was
based on an inadequate visual rendering of the stela.
Instead of building his case on an independent draftsman’s drawing, “the author’s loving hand, guided by a
wishful eye has actually created the only evidence available
to the reader for testing the author’s theories. Again and
again the reader is asked to accept as evidence Mr. J’s
description of dim details which he (and, as far as the
reader knows, he alone) has been able to descry with a
magnifying glass.”26 Among other criticisms, Nibley
claimed that Jakeman:
1. Failed to consider whether the claimed similarities to
Near Eastern art could also be found in, say, the Far
East; even more fatally, it was said, he failed to compare
the scene on the stela with Mesoamerican art but
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instead analyzed it in terms of what and how “we [subjectively] might expect an ancient artist” to represent;
2. arbitrarily discerned for himself evidence that nobody
else could see, meanwhile ignoring or explaining away
contrary evidence;
3. made gross errors in elementary matters of linguistic
and iconographic analysis;
4. did not subject his work to any peer review by fellow
scholars but published it himself with unjustified and
ungraceful fanfare;
5. salted his argument with a multitude of “probablys,”
“evidentlys,” and “apparentlys” to make it look dispassionate while they really served to convert his
unfounded speculations into “facts” in the eyes of the
unwary reader;
6. repeatedly violated the law of parsimony; that is, he
proposed complicated and unlikely interpretations
when simpler ones would have explained the evidence.
There is no evidence that Jakeman ever addressed any of
Nibley’s specific criticisms, although he did publish a generalized defense (see below).27
Other critics of Jakeman’s proposal have included: on the
anti-Mormon side—Harold W. Hougey, Jerald and Sandra
Tanner, and Latayne Scott; and on the Mormon side—John
L. Sorenson, Dee Green, and more recently William J.
Hamblin, professor of history at BYU, as well as John E.
Clark in this issue. Hougey’s arguments against Jakeman
were mainly on logical grounds, but his anti-Mormon
stance and argumentative language made the discussion
seem to lack any objectivity in the eyes of Mormon readers.
The same is true of Scott and the Tanners.28
In 1966 John L. Sorenson, in a review article that contained some cautions about LDS publishing on the Book
of Mormon without more than off-handed reference to
Jakeman’s work, acknowledged Jakeman’s role in training
virtually all the Latter-day Saint scholars who were then
engaged in research involving the Book of Mormon in
ancient America. But Sorenson warned of “uncontrolled
[cross-cultural] comparison” and the “absurd conclusions” that frequently result from using improper methods
in comparing art and culture. He went on: “Particularly, it
leads to over-ambitious interpretations of shared meaning
and historical relationship, as in Jakeman’s previous
pseudo-identifications of ‘Lehi’ (and other characters from
the Book of Mormon) on an Izapa monument.”29
Three years later Dee Green, a professional archaeologist,
warned that Mormon literature dealing with scriptures,
especially the Book of Mormon, was generally inaccurate in
handling archaeological materials. However, that was not
surprising, Green observed, since the individuals providing
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“archaeological evidence” for the scriptures were not themselves archaeologists. (This was a sally aimed at Jakeman
himself, who had had only very limited experience in
excavation and the analysis of materials produced by
archaeologists.) Green specifically issued a “warning . . .
against Jakeman’s Lehi Tree of Life Stone.” He stated that
Jakeman’s thesis had “received wide publicity [throughout]
the church and an over-enthusiastic response from the
layman due to the publication’s pseudo-scholarship.” He
continued that Jakeman had derived all his interpretations
from “his own hand-drawn version” of the stela rather
than from an original photograph and certainly not from
direct observation of the monument. Finally, and most
damagingly, Green, who had been a student assistant
under Jakeman in making and handling the latex mold of
Stela 5, charged that Jakeman had altered the plaster cast
of Stela 5 made from the mold “after his interpretation.”30
Other critics, both in and outside the church, have continued to doubt Jakeman’s proposal. In 1993, after a
period of years without critical comments by anyone,
William Hamblin offered a cautious but valuably insightful view of the whole affair, stating that while the connection between Stela 5 and Nephi’s record seems to be
somewhat insubstantial, this parallel, or lack thereof, does
not affect the veracity of the Book of Mormon itself.31
Response to the Critics

Rounding on the opposition, Jakeman continued to
publish and defend his conclusions.32 In 1967 he
responded to some of the concerns raised by Hougey. His
first point of rebuttal was that Hougey’s criticism was not
offered “as a serious contribution to the interpretation of
the Izapa sculpture but as an addition to anti-Mormon literature.” Nevertheless, Jakeman did address three principal
arguments in Hougey’s pamphlet: the degree of correspondence between the stone and the text, the presence of
non-Israelite elements on the stela, and the possibility of
alternative interpretations. Jakeman’s answers consisted
essentially of restatements of what he had said earlier
about his evidence, but he added nothing new. He emphasized that Hougey had no scholarly qualifications from
which to analyze Mesoamerican iconography or criticize
his interpretation. Overall, Jakeman appears to have been
satisfied not to respond substantively or systematically to
Hougey’s points, considering them inconsequential.33
In the same response, Jakeman addressed two other critics. While Jakeman never named these two “Mormon
writers,” it is clear that he was speaking of Nibley and
Sorenson. Jakeman claimed that he was “unable to answer
[Nibley’s] specific charges . . . whatever they may be,” since

“Book of Mormon Archaeology,”
A Rich Source for LDS Folklore

he following excerpt from a letter written in 1962
illustrates how news about Jakeman’s interpretation of
Stela 5 quickly stimulated a body of folklore in some Latter-day Saint circles:
The fellows all got to talking about the strange things that
had been going on in the area that week-end. It all began
by one of them mentioning that big stone, Stella Izapa,
found back in 1939 in Mexico and hidden away since then
by the Catholic Fathers because it was another proof of the
truthfulness of the Book of Mormon. . . . On the stone it
pictured a very old man speaking to a small group of people, (as they sat in a circle,) concerning a large tree, which
was depicted along with the stream of water and was certainly a carving showing Lehi telling his family about his
vision of the “Tree of Life.” Not only that, the only three
names legible above the heads of the people were those of
Lehi [above the old man], Sariah [above the woman], and
Nephi [above the largest man]. If you have read the article, you know how exciting it was to find out about it; if
not, you ought to get the issue.
When the men told us about that, then they told us about
the excitement that had been going on in _____. It evidently started a couple of years ago when one of the Sisters
from the _____ Ward went down to Mexico on a tour of
the ancient ruins and when she found out that the guide
was also L.D.S. they became good friends and have been
corresponding ever since. It seems that this guide was conducting a trip for a very rich man and his friends, and as
night came and they started to make camp, the ground
which they were digging suddenly began to cave in. They
decided to dig on in and see what they could find and it
turned out to be a tomb. There was a mummy at each end
of the room and in the center—a skeleton holding an urn,
in which were Gold Plates. Yes, they were gold plates but
they were very small; about 2½ by 3 inches and were held
together by a very, very small nail. [Ray T. Matheny, “An
Analysis of the Padilla Gold Plates,” BYU Studies 19/1
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(1978): 21–40, reports on and analyzes these small
plates, establishing that they were modern frauds.] The
rich man put an acid on one of the plates—an acid that
easily eroded a gold ring, but the acid ran off like water off
of an oily piece of paper. They were all, of course, very
excited; especially the guide from his knowledge of the burial rites of the people he thought that it might be the dead
man’s patriarchal blessing. He offered the rich man all
that he had in his savings account—$2,000—but the man
had no need for money and said that he was going to
make his wife a charm bracelet out of the plates.
This happened around the first of last August and since
then, the rich man has been losing everything. First it was
his car, then his property, and then his stocks. Finally last
Dec. when his business was threatening to fold up, he
wrote to the guide and agreed to sell him the plates. The
guide was on his way to Salt Lake to give them to the General Authorities and stopped in _____ to visit the sister
there, the day before Christmas Eve, so she immediately
called the Bishops of the two wards and their counselors,
along with the county _____ (her neighbor) and they all
inspected the plates and made photostatic copies. This was
on Sat. and the next day the Elders Quorum was told
about it, so by then everyone knew. _____’s Aunt and
Uncle are stake missionaries and were able to get their
hands on the pictures and I got to see them. I had shivers
just looking at them. There were some of the same symbols—the eye, the dots and the “crows feet”—that are in
the Pearl of Great Price. I have never felt the urge to do
missionary work as much as I did then. I just wanted to go
out and tell everyone about it. We are very anxious to find
out what the Church thinks about it. Whether we ever
know or not, it is more evident to me that each day, more
is being revealed concerning the Gospel. I’m thoroughly
content in knowing that we do have the truth—now if I
can just live worthy of it.
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he had not received a copy of, nor had he read, the unpublished critique. He considered that they did not merit
response in any case due to Nibley’s lack of qualifications
in, or understanding of, Mesoamerican archaeology.34
As for Sorenson’s comment, Jakeman said that he also
was not qualified to speak on the matter because he had
not himself studied Stela 5. Regarding Sorenson’s claim
that the labels “Lehi,” “Nephi,” and others were “pseudoidentifications,” Jakeman stated that his critic did not
mention how or why he knew the name readings were in
error, so did not give a response.35
It is evident in Jakeman’s rejoinders that he typically
chose not to deal with specific criticisms but attacked his
critics’ credentials for dealing with this subject. By this he
appears to have been trying to eliminate from discussion
all opinions about Stela 5 contrary to his own.
Other writers did support Jakeman in the presence of
opposition. Michael Griffith, a student at BYU, and Diane
E. Wirth, an LDS archaeological researcher, each published
a defense of Jakeman’s interpretation. Griffith stated that
while he was an LDS missionary in Texas, he became
aware of disbelief about Jakeman’s views on the part of
some church members as well as Hougey and the Tanners.
His response addressed the Tanners’ claims specifically
inasmuch as Jakeman had already answered Hougey.
Wirth answered criticisms by anti-Mormon writers on a
variety of topics that included the tree of life stone. Both
Griffith and Wirth accepted Jakeman’s views and cast his
qualifications and interpretations in a positive light.36
General Acceptance of Jakeman’s Interpretation by the
Latter-day Saint Community

Since the initial announcement of Jakeman’s discovery,
Latter-day Saints have sorted themselves out on various
levels of acceptance or caution regarding his claim.
Knowledge of Jakeman’s proposal spread quickly through
the church. Sunday evening firesides given by him and others became a prime medium for spreading his ideas. Also, a
few pamphlets and other nonscholarly publications presenting the tree of life claim became common. One unusual
form was a sound recording by Wendel Noble, at one time a
prominent LDS lecturer and radio personality, which was
occasionally accompanied by slides of the stela.37 Moreover,
a small plaster replica of the stone was made up and sold
quite extensively.38 Newspapers also continued carrying the
story. Most were from the Provo and Orem area as well as
the BYU campus paper, yet material about the stela was
reprinted as far away as California and England.39
Information about the Izapa monument was also taught
in seminary and institute programs from an early date and
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has continued to the present in some places.40 References
for further information on the stela appeared in the Seminary Book of Mormon Teacher Manual for 1978, although,
as far as can be ascertained, these references were not
included in official teacher’s materials and manuals either
before or since that date.41 An extensive folkloric body of
information existed that a number of people now recall
having heard in CES classes as they were growing up.
Although similar information was not included in Sunday School and Gospel Doctrine teacher materials, given
the excitement surrounding Stela 5 in the 1960s and early
1970s, mention of Izapa in those classes would not have
been surprising.

It may be expected that the new Moreno
drawing of Stela 5 (the first in over twenty
years) will change our views of what
the art of Izapa represents. . . . It remains to
be seen whether Latter-day Saints will embrace
or neglect new evidence as it becomes
available and whether they will rethink their
past loyalties in the light of new findings.
Following the initial decade of excitement over Jakeman’s
findings, roughly 20 years of relative silence followed. SEHA
and BYU publications said little about the matter in that
interval. As a result, Ross Christensen, professor of archaeology at BYU, presented an updated summary of the history
of the Stela 5 matter for members of SEHA. He claimed that
the sculptor of Stela 5 was indeed a Nephite, and he echoed
Jakeman’s claim that Izapa represented definite Nephite or
Lamanite culture in the area and even that Izapa had likely
been a Nephite temple center.42
Alan K. Parrish, professor of ancient scripture at BYU,
wrote an article in 1988 for a BYU Religious Studies Center volume. Parrish reviewed work on the Izapa stone
topic and summarized some of the interpretations given
to that point. He included the treatments by Keeler, Miles,
Jakeman, and Norman. Parrish accepted Jakeman’s view
along with Norman’s modifications. He supposed that “we
should expect that discoveries of [other] ancient American
art will contain Book of Mormon themes.” He further
asserted that the “solid base established by these investigators” justifies further search for “external evidences for the
Book of Mormon” of this sort.43 The same year C. Wilfred

Griggs, a classics scholar and professor of ancient scripture
at BYU, who was noted for his excavations in Egypt, mentioned Jakeman and Izapa 5—but only in passing in a
footnote—in an article in the Ensign on the tree of life
theme in the Mediterranean and Near East.44
The 1992 Encyclopedia of Mormonism included a discussion by Martin Raish, then professor of art history at BYU,
on the tree of life theme in LDS belief. The four distinct
instances he noted were the Garden of Eden tree, Lehi’s
vision, Alma’s parable (see Alma 32:28–43), and Izapa
Stela 5. His article is conservative, stating that while Stela 5
is “exceptionally difficult to interpret,” some scholars
believe that a correlation to the Book of Mormon does
exist. Interestingly, in his short bibliography, Raish cites
Christensen and Norman, but not Jakeman.45
Raish’s treatment of Stela 5 in the Encyclopedia is quite
different from an earlier paper, where he dealt harshly
with LDS uses of archaeology in relation to the scriptures
in general. Referring there to Stela 5, Raish echoed Sorenson by observing that cross-cultural comparison in the
form of “shopping lists” of shared traits rarely produces

Stela 25, Izapa

meaningful results. He concluded by exhorting church
members to be selective in what they purchase, read, and
pass on concerning the Book of Mormon setting.46
Speculation and thought on Izapa Stela 5 has continued
to the present. Recently, Joseph Allen, operator of the
largest tour service to “Book of Mormon lands,” began a
newsletter entitled the Book of Mormon Archaeological
Digest.47 In an early issue, Bruce Warren, formerly on the
BYU faculty in archaeology, proposed that, based on present thought and Mesoamerican correlations of Book of
Mormon sites, Izapa would have been a Lamanite, not a
Nephite city.48 This is an interesting new view of the situation. Regarding his tours to various sites in Mexico and
Guatemala, including Izapa, which are also conducted by
some BYU religious education faculty members, Allen says
that probably 90 to 95 percent of his participants have
already heard of Stela 5 and know of its purported correlation with Lehi’s dream.49
New Evidence and the Reevaluation of Stela 5

John E. Clark, professor of anthropology at BYU and current director of the BYU New World Archaeological Foundation, presents in this issue new information on Izapa Stela
5. For the last two years Clark and the Foundation’s staff
artist, Ayáx Moreno, have been visiting Izapa and other sites
where carved stone monuments of the Preclassic age (i.e.
Book of Mormon times) are found. The visits have been for
the purpose of preparing the most detailed art representations yet done on these ancient pieces. Moreno’s drawing
of Stela 5 which accompanies Clark’s article, is the seventh
serious archaeological rendering of the monument. Clark
sees the Moreno production as the culmination of a process
of improvement in representational techniques. Each new
rendering has permitted, and demanded, new interpretations of the Stela 5 scene as details of the engraved scene
have been added or subtracted.
It may be expected that the new Moreno drawing of
Stela 5 (the first in over twenty years) will change our views
of what the art of Izapa represents. Clark’s pictorial presentation and brief analysis of Stela 5 marks the beginning of a
new stage in the study of this renowned piece of ancient
art, not a completion of research on it. The process of
study that Jakeman began with his first interpretation of
the stela 46 years ago is still far from played out, either for
Latter-day Saints in general, or for scholars. In light of the
Moreno-Clark project, it remains to be seen whether Latter-day Saints will embrace or neglect new evidence as it
becomes available and whether they will rethink their past
loyalties in the light of new findings.
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A New Artistic
Rendering of
Izapa Stela 5
A Step toward
Improved Interpretation
BY JOHN E . CLARK

or the past 46 years, the carved stone monument
known as Izapa Stela 5 from southernmost Mexico
has been discussed as a possible depiction of Lehi’s
dream reported in 1 Nephi 8. From this the stela has
come to be known in some Latter-day Saint circles as
the “Lehi stone.” My purpose here is to present the latest drawing of this monument, to discuss how this
drawing was made, and to suggest its implications for
the Lehi hypothesis. This brief article is not meant to be
the final word on the matter. In fact, I will avoid talking
about most of the technical details and only highlight
the most significant features of the scene on the stone
in order to assess the implications of recent study.

F

The intriguing idea that a carved stone monument from
the tropical forest of southern Mexico shows Lehi’s dream
was first proposed by M. Wells Jakeman of the BYU
Department of Archaeology in the early 1950s (see the
article in this issue by Stewart Brewer for a history of this
proposal). Since then the stone has been the subject of
intense study by numerous scholars, the most thorough
and persuasive being that by V. Garth Norman. The bottom line of all the discussion over the years is that every
scholar who has taken a serious look at this complicated
scene has proposed a different interpretation based on a
different drawing. There are many reasons for this variety,
but one of the critical ones is that the stone is somewhat
eroded and the carved details are difficult to see, even in
the best lighting. Following this commendable tradition of
seeking improved representations of the monument that
might lead to a more reliable interpretation, the most
recent drawing, which has just been completed by the
BYU New World Archaeological Foundation (NWAF),
supported, in part, by a grant from FARMS, necessitates a
new explanation of what the ancient artist intended.
Redrawing the Izapa Monuments

Over the past twenty years the progress of research on
the carved monuments found throughout Mexico and
Central America has increasingly underlined the need for
more accurate reproductions of what they picture. From
1963 to 1973, V. Garth Norman made a major contribution to this effort by working under NWAF auspices to
photograph the major Izapa sculptures and publish both
an album of the reproductions and an extensive analysis of
what they depict.1 Naturally, as an increasing number of
sculptures have been discovered throughout Mesoamerica
in subsequent years, and as more students of ancient art
have become involved in research on them, the need for
further detailed reproductions has become apparent. As
an exercise to see whether we could finesse more details
from the old stones by using new lighting techniques, the
Foundation launched a project two years ago to produce a
fresh set of drawings of the Izapa pieces.
The project took advantage of the talent of artist Ayáx
Moreno, the NWAF staff illustrator. Not only had his
experienced eye and able hand qualified him to draw outstanding likenesses of ancient objects, he was also able to
harness technology in fresh ways to enhance his discernment of what the ancient artists had engraved. Of course
he had to overcome problems resulting from the subtlety
of some of the ancient carving as well as the dimming
effect of erosion on some of the stone surfaces. The texture of the stone, natural cracks, fungi on the surface, and
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modern damage (some thought to be from Mormon
tourists attempting to highlight details on Stela 5) were
other challenges to the eye that called for a closer look
than photography had previously achieved.

Ayáx Moreno is head illustrator for the New World Archaelogical
Foundation.

Moreno’s first step was to drape each monument in
clear plastic on which he traced the most visible details of
the carved figure or scene with a grease pencil. This was
done at night under light furnished by strong lamps powered with an automobile battery. The light was repeatedly
played across the surface of the stone in a circular pattern
to produce raking illumination from all sides and at every
angle. The result was the detection of more carved features
and a greater degree of delicacy than ever achieved before.
The original drawing on plastic was then reduced to
manageable size in the NWAF studio by placing it over a
large grid on a wall, and each detail on the plastic was
transferred to the flat grid sheet. This version was in turn
reduced, point by point, to a grid only one-fourth as large.
That smaller rendering then was taken back to the field to
verify the lines that had first been drawn and to add still
finer details. At a later stage, Moreno returned to the site
again and used a video camera to record what became visible when the moving light played over the surface of the
carving. In the studio the videotape could be freezeframed and details rechecked as many times as needed.
Only confirmed details were inked onto the final drawing.
As director of the project, I acted as critic, continually
verifying or rejecting details by independently checking
each drawing against previous photos and drawings, our
videos, and the original stone. Consulting earlier representations forced us to check on the reality of details that
others had reported seeing.
The activity turned into a logistical nightmare, consuming a full year more than originally planned. It should be

emphasized that all the Izapa monuments, not just Stela 5,
were treated in this way. This provided an advantage. A
symbol or artistic feature that could be seen clearly on one
monument might be much less visible on another. Thus
Moreno followed a learning curve as the drawing process
became interactive; he modified his drawings on the basis
of what he could discern from other sculptures produced
by, we may suppose, the same ancient artist or school of
artists. However, in no case did we speculate by sheer
extrapolation of details from one monument to another
without a demonstrable basis.
The results have been gratifying. In general terms, of
course, the new drawings are like earlier photographs and
sketches. (Incidentally, aside from use of the video camera
with its useful zoom feature, everything we did could have
been done fifty years ago.) But the intensity and imaginative use of the lighting, plus the repeated back-checking
of details, allowed us to recover a whole new level
of detailed information from the carvings. We
firmly believe that further examination of the
Izapa sculptures will likely reveal no significant
data beyond what our drawings now show.
The NWAF hopes in the future to extend this
project in order to redraw early monuments at
other early sites in Mesoamerica. That would
permit for the first time reliable comparisons to
be made not only from monument to monument at Izapa but to the work of artists in other
regions. In the interim we intend to publish
(tentatively planned through the FARMS
Research Press) a volume of all the Izapa
drawings for the use of scholars.

rose on the day of autumnal equinox or some other
notable celestial event. It appears that priest-planners laid
out such sight lines at the point in time anciently when the
ceremonial site was first conceived, saying, in effect, “At
this spot we will place the center of structure X, which we
intend to mean such-and-such, and over there in line with
that mountain we will erect monument Y, signifying
something else.” Speculations about the religious meanings of the complicated arrangement at Izapa have
included notions about the sequence of seasons, the
months and the structure of the calendar, certain myths
preserved among later inhabitants of Mesoamerica, and
rituals and beliefs concerning birth, death, and afterlife. Of
course no one knows for sure today just what ideas governed the minds of the builders, but those ideas must have
been powerful and respected.

The Place of Izapa in Mesoamerican Culture
History

Izapa was the most important ancient religious center in the Soconusco area, the Pacific
coastal portion of the Mexican state of Chiapas.
Large pyramid structures were constructed
around central plazas comprising a number of
groups scattered across the site. The sculptured
monuments were placed at key points in front
of and centered on the pyramids.
What is particularly remarkable about the
arrangement of these monuments, buildings,
and plazas is that an intricate pattern of sight
lines governed where they were placed. Those
lines were sighted from, say, one monument,
across two other monuments, to focus on a
peak or notch on the horizon where the sun

Group A at Izapa consists of Structures 55, 56, 57, and 58. Twentyfive stone monuments were arranged near these structures. Five
stelae, including Stela 5 (extreme left) and Stela 25 (second from
right), were arranged in front of Structure 56. The entire site
includes five additional groups. Courtesy NWAF.
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A great surge of creativity characterized life at Izapa
from around 300 to 50 B.C. It was manifested especially in
the unique style of art shown on the monuments. Most or
perhaps all of those that have been discovered were carved
and erected in that period.2 During that brief time, Izapan
art influenced a wide area—highland Guatemala (notably
the great city whose ruin is now called Kaminaljuyu), the
Yucatan Peninsula, central Chiapas, and as far away as the
Tuxtla Mountains in southern Veracruz (the southernmost
coast of the Gulf of Mexico), as well as Oaxaca (the ruin at
Dainzú), well to the northwest of Izapa.
A major concern of archaeologists and art historians
with Izapan art has been to figure out what role the region
played as a bridge—in time and in space. In geographical
terms the Izapa zone was near the southern extreme of the
territory inhabited by speakers of Mixe-Zoquean languages, the family of tongues apparently used by the bearers of the Olmec tradition. Olmec territory centered in the
southern portion of Veracruz state. But carriers of that
culture’s ideas, at some point between 1,300 and 900 B.C.,
moved southward from their homeland across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, then along the Pacific coastal lowlands perhaps all the way to El Salvador. Izapa occupied a
zone where Olmec-connected people and their cultures
interacted strongly with Mayan-speaking groups to the
east. So Izapa might be viewed as either a frontier outpost
or a bridge by which Olmec features were transmitted to
speakers of the languages of the Maya family to the east. In
terms of time, the Izapans can be seen as intermediaries
through whom Olmec concepts (from the period generally between 1,300 B.C. and 400 B.C.) passed down through
the centuries to reach the later Maya civilization that
flourished from the first century B.C. to A.D. 900.
In the whole body of sculpted art at Izapa, Stela 5 presents us with the most complex scene. Indeed, it is one of
the most complicated of all Mesoamerican sculptures.
Norman calls the scene on Stela 5 a “supernarrative,” for it
seems to represent some complex event or story. It is
apparent that anciently it bore special significance beyond
most of the simpler sculptured stones at the site. The latter, Norman continues, “obviously are of a more limited
nature—if we were to take up to ten other Izapa monuments and treat them as a unit, they would approximate
the challenge of [interpreting] Stela 5.” He counts on this
stela at least 12 human figures, a dozen animals, over 25
botanical and inanimate objects, and 9 stylized deity masks.
The exotic symbolism of those individual elements joins
with the complex relationships among them all, when
combined, to pose serious problems for anyone who wants
to tell us what the scene was meant to show. Yet correct
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Above: This god or god-impersonating human bears characteristics of Ehecatl, the wind-god of the later Aztecs. Apparently this
representation of him at Izapa documents an ancestral form of the
wind-god. Among the Aztecs, Ehecatl was considered a special
aspect of the deity Quetzalcoatl.
Below: This striking image of Ehecatl was excavated from near
Stela 5 by BYU-NWAF archaeologists. It dates to the second century B.C. and is considered one of Mexico’s archaeological treasures.

interpretation of this “supernarrative” could provide a key
to why and how Izapa was so pivotal in the history, art,
and religion of the area over two millennia ago. However,
as Norman noted, “inaccurate decipherment of eroded or
confused detail has plagued previous treatments of Stela 5.”3
The New Moreno-Clark Drawing

In its themes and symbols, Stela 5 is arguably the most
complicated monument carved anywhere in the Americas
in B.C. times. It is little wonder that it has stimulated keen
interest and varied interpretations. Fortunately a number
of the features it displays can be identified on other
Mesoamerican sculptures. Scholars have worked out the
meanings of these figures by laborious critical comparisons of how they are used in art throughout Mesoamerica. By comparing their contexts with native myths and
traditions it has been possible to determine certain facts
about what the ancient artists intended to communicate.
Norman’s work, a quarter-century ago, led the way in this
effort in relation to Izapa’s sculptures, but today much
more is known about those matters.
The carved scene on Stela 5 is largely symmetrical; it
shows paired groups of human figures or supernatural
beings flanking a central fruit-bearing tree. In agreement
with Mesoamerican art of the same period that has survived at other sites, series of carved bands and designs at
the top of the monument identify that portion with the
heavens, and another set of bands, straight lines, and triangles at the base of the monument represent the earth.
The long roots of the tree appear to penetrate the ground.
But when we look closely, we see that what look like roots
are actually the elongated teeth of a crocodile or earth
monster, while the tree trunk doubles as the crocodile’s
body, a feature depicted on several other Izapa monuments. Waves of water are shown cascading down the
right side of the picture which roil beneath the earth. In
ancient Mesoamerican thought, the earth was considered
to rest upon the back of a crocodile that floated on the
primordial sea. The water and earth signs on Stela 5 evidently display this crocodile-water association.
Many of the figures depicted on the monument will be
unfamiliar to most readers because they are special symbols
exclusively known among the ancient peoples of
Mesoamerica. The two largest figures on each side of the
monument represent hybrid jaguar-serpent monsters; the
bodies and heads are serpentine, but the teeth are those of
a jaguar. The two largest—the “floating” figures nearer the
tree—I consider to be gods, or men dressed up as gods. The
one on the left wears a bird mask and a large sea shell at the
back of his head, while the one on the right is shown with a

jaguar mask and a very tall headdress. His face and mask
were intentionally defaced in ancient times, but enough
remains visible to identify him as a jaguar impersonator.
This deity pair represent the two most powerful gods in
Mesoamerica, known many centuries later among the Aztecs
of central Mexico as Quetzalcoatl and Tezcatlipoca. They
represent opposite forces, much like Thor and Loki in the
Norse tradition. (However, this conceptual comparison does
not imply any historical connection between Izapa or the
Aztecs on the one hand and Scandinavia on the other.)
Quetzalcoatl was a Mesoamerican god of rain and abundance; his name—if not his special roles—is no doubt
already familiar to some readers. Tezcatlipoca was the most
powerful god of the Aztecs, with his jaguar features connecting him to the most potent earthly beast known in the
New World. Like Quetzalcoatl he was known from ancient
times in Mexico under one name or another.
Each god is attended by nearby smaller figures, but it is
impossible to see for sure what each attendant is doing. The
ones on the right may be dressing the jaguar impersonator
in his god costume in some sort of investiture ceremony.
Below the standing figures are six seated individuals,
three on each side of the tree. The seated figure on the
extreme left is a stooped old man with a pointed cap. He is
sitting on a skull throne. His bones show prominently,
signifying an old, emaciated body. He may represent death,

Figures like this, representing an old man or god, are quite common in Mesoamerican art. What looks like a pointing finger is
probably the end of a rope which is seen encircling the seat; a
rope often signifies kinship.
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or a priest or aged king in a mask representing death. On a
cushion behind him sits an old woman. In front of him is
another person. Billows of smoke rise from an incense
burner situated between the two. Burning incense was a
common rite of prayer and supplication in ancient
Mesoamerica. A similar incense burner is pictured on the
matching scene on the right side of the tree. The principal
figure here is shown seated cross-legged on the ground,
and a person sits behind him holding a parasol. The young
man at the center of the right-hand grouping sports an
elaborate headdress that displays symbols of kingship and
the maize god in conventional Mesoamerican iconography
(the repertoire of meaningful symbols).
Working out further details of our new drawing of Stela 5
and what they mean will occupy scholars for many years
to come. So final resolution of the scene’s significance is
still in the distance. Some of the meaning of the carving,
however, is already obvious in the light of what we know
so far about other Mesoamerican representations. In the
case of Stela 5 we see gods and other supernatural creatures,
royalty, animals invested with mythic and value symbolism,
and mortals. Some of these figures are dressed to the hilt;
others are depicted in pious acts and ceremonies. The
smoking incense certainly signals ritual activity, prayer, and
piety. Most of the people are shown holding objects in their
hands. The woman, for example, holds a serrated spine from
a stingray which she is using to jab a hole in her tongue to
extract blood for an offering to the gods—an act of worship

that agrees with the offering of incense. The young maize
king holds a similarly pointed object, perhaps intended to
serve the same purpose. Autosacrifice or self-bloodletting
was a frequent and significant practice for millennia in
Mesoamerica, especially for priests and high royalty. It
appears that this ritual is being depicted on Stela 5.
In addition to important individuals engaged in rites, we
see mythic concepts, gods, and supernatural entities on this
monument. The spatial arrangement of the figures is
undoubtedly significant, but much of its meaning remains
to be determined. Norman argued for a depiction of a ritual
cycle of some kind, and this seems to be a good possibility,
although the precise nature of the cycle remains unclear.
The style of the figures shown on Stela 5—their clothing,
for example—is the culmination of a long tradition of
stone carving in southern Mexico that goes back to at least
1,300 B.C., and no doubt the stone-working techniques
have an equal pedigree. Carving the Izapa monument
required artisans to use measuring cords to grid off the
stone in traditional patterns according to standard measurements and layouts. The proposed scene was then
drawn or scratched on the surface. Pointed stone tools
were used to peck and grind away the background until
the figures stood out appropriately in bas-relief. Metal
tools or chisels were not used. Some of the rough texture
of the carved surface resulted from the use of stone hammers to sculpt the scene.
The Drawing in Relation to LDS Interests in Stela 5

The precise meaning of these hummingbirds is not known, but
they are referred to in the lore of the Zoque Indians, longtime
inhabitants of the Izapa area.
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Stewart Brewer discusses in this issue the fascinating
history of M. Wells Jakeman’s claim that the scene on Stela 5
represents the prophet Lehi’s dream or vision of the tree of
life. Over the past 45 years many LDS people have accepted
Jakeman’s assertion that “This Tree of Life carving at Izapa
is nothing less than an ancient portrayal in stone of the
very episode of the Tree of Life found recorded in the
Book of Mormon, 1 Nephi 8.”4
It is obvious that a more accurate drawing of Stela 5
should interest Latter-day Saints who accept the Jakeman
interpretation. Equally, those who may be unaware of his
view or who have hesitated to accept it will want to arrive
at the most truthful resolution of the issues it raises by
seeing the latest representation.
The NWAF project to draw the Izapa monuments has
produced results relevant to an evaluation of Jakeman’s
views, but such an evaluation was not one of the objectives
of the project. Our aim, as explained above, was to produce the most accurate rendering possible. Any connection between the production of the new drawing and any
interpretation, LDS or non-LDS, of what the monument

shows is purely incidental. Nevertheless, as a service to
those who feel the need to evaluate Jakeman’s theory, I
raise below what appear to me to be relevant questions
about reconciling his view with the new drawing.

of life in Mesoamerica and in the Near East.5 But she never
demonstrated any significant connection at the level of art
style between western Asia and Mesoamerica, nor has anyone else done so.

Old World Connections?

Izapa as a Book of Mormon City?

There is not much to say here. No obvious thematic or
stylistic connections to any Old World art are evident to
me. The question that ought to be asked is why anyone
would expect there to be any. A rather important question
is embedded here about analysis and default assumptions.
Whatever the field of study, scholars have learned that safety
in interpreting the evidence lies in following rules based on
experience; “do men gather . . . figs of thistles?” (Matthew
7:16). In the study of Mesoamerican art, it is a wise presumption that any monument found in America was made
in America. If so, it would have been made by local artists,
according to local canons or artistic rules, and would

The internal evidence from the Book of Mormon seems
to be definitive that the Nephites had nothing to do with
Izapa, and it is doubtful that the Lamanites did either. The
obvious arguments are as follows:
Area of settlement. The Nephite account has Nephi1
and his followers fleeing their coastal land of first
inheritance to go inland “up” to the land of Nephi.
What little information is provided about their settlements over the next few centuries makes it appear that
they remained in one rather small highland region.
They multiplied and covered all of the immediate land
of Nephi; they had kings, priests, and mighty men; they

Whatever the field of study, scholars have
learned that safety in interpreting the evidence
lies in following rules based on experience;
“do men gather . . . figs of thistles?”
(Matthew 7:16). In the study of Mesoamerican art,
it is a wise presumption that any monument
found in America was made in America.
involve local ideas. To conclude otherwise would be justified only by very unusual and strong evidence. Furthermore, the presence of scores of carved stones at Izapa, all
done in essentially the same style, argues that this creative
activity was a regular phenomenon at this one site that produced a whole corpus of related art; with Stela 5 we are not
talking about a lone piece that uniquely connects to a distant part of the world.
In the case of Izapa, moreover, I find no reason to
believe there was ever sufficient cause to overturn the
default assumption that the monuments are local works.
All the themes in Izapan art are Mesoamerican, and the
style is clearly derived from earlier styles in the same geographical area. The only reason for anyone to have looked
to the Near East for parallels for the Stela 5 scene was Irene
Briggs’s 1950 study that showed a few (actually five) general thematic parallels between representations of the tree

were at nearly constant war with the Lamanites. Finally,
around 200 B.C., the main group fled to the land of
Zarahemla, another inland area northward. There is no
hint of any coastal activity or concern in this early
geography, yet Izapa is near the coast.
Demographics. There is considerable ambiguity in the
statement that the early Nephites “covered” the face of the
land. This looks like standard rhetoric. The Nephites
appear always to have been under one king at a time rather
than having multiple kingdoms. So we can presume that a
single capital city, Nephi, was involved; only one city is
mentioned at that time. About 400 B.C., they claimed to
have increased substantially in numbers, yet by about 320
B.C. the greater part of the wicked Nephites appear to have
been destroyed by the Lamanites. The surviving Nephites
were apparently almost back to square one in terms of total
population. When they later migrated to Zarahemla, they
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were a small enough group that they could be incorporated
into a single city, Zarahemla, with their host population,
the Mulekites. All this suggests a modest population level
and argues against their being able at that time to colonize
distant territories, especially as far away as Izapa was from
any plausible location for either Nephi or Zarahemla.
Actually there is not even an allusion in the Book of
Mormon that can be construed as evidence for a Nephite
population in a coastal-plain location like Izapa by the
time Stela 5 was produced. Lamanite inhabitation of the
Izapa area may be a different matter, however. That ethnic,
cultural, or political category in the Nephite record is so
vague that one could claim that Lamanites might have
been at Izapa. But for that to be true they—those “Lamanites” who warred against the Nephites—would have had to
increase their population quite miraculously. If there is
room in the Book of Mormon world for “other peoples,”
the inhabitants of Izapa and the ones who produced the

in the borders by the west seashore (see Alma 56:31), but
there are no facts to lead one to think that this was Izapa,
let alone to explain who occupied it and what was going
on there. In short, a person has to strain to make any connection between the Nephite historical record and the
presence of a Nephite or Lamanite city located at Izapa at
any period.
Did the Nephites know of Lehi’s dream? Nobody has previously asked serious questions about this subject. Who
knew about the dream? What did they know? When did
they know it? I had always considered the tree of life narrative in the Book of Mormon to be masterful, linking
themes that subsequently appeared in Nephite preaching
about Christ and the atonement. I now think this is
wrong. To Latter-day Saints, that may seem plausible
because the Lehi story appears in the front of the book we
now have. Yet we recall that the record (the small plates of
Nephi) was not a public document. Most of the later

The period when the Izapa monuments
were sculpted, 300 to 50 B.C., is a dark time in
terms of Nephite history and geography.
Little is said in the Nephite record that can be
connected to Izapa even by inference.
art there would get my vote.
Book of Mormon city? This question arises and appears
interesting only if we are already committed to Stela 5 as
depicting Lehi’s dream. If a person makes that assumption, he or she needs to explain how such a Book of Mormon artifact came to be there; hence this question arises.
If we do not assume that the monument shows a Book of
Mormon scene, there is nothing to explain; the question of
“was this a Nephite or Lamanite city?” is forced.
In any case, the period when the Izapa monuments were
sculpted, 300 to 50 B.C., is a dark time in terms of Nephite
history and geography. Little is said in the Nephite record
that can be connected to Izapa even by inference. In the
early part of the first century B.C. the west wilderness
along the (presumably Pacific) coast was occupied by
Lamanites dwelling in tents (see Alma 22:28); it may be
implied that the Nephites had not occupied that area previously. Only a single city is ever mentioned in that west
sector. About 65 B.C., mention is made of an unnamed city
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prophets give no hint of being informed of its content,
while most of the kings may have been no better informed
because they relied on their royal record.
Is there any evidence that any of the later prophets
preached about, or even referred to, Lehi’s dream? No.
Even Nephi spoke of it only as the catalyst for obtaining
his own vision of the prophetic future (see 1 Nephi
11:1–9). The older siblings in Lehi’s family might have
remembered most or much of the dream since they heard
it directly from Lehi’s lips (see 1 Nephi 8:2, “he spake unto
us”). Yet centuries later Alma’s teaching about the tree of
life goes down a different road; he talks about the tree in
the Garden of Eden rather than the one seen by Lehi (see
Alma 12:22–23; 42:2–5).
The key to understanding this situation is in the small
plates, the source for our present books from 1 Nephi
through Omni, covering the first four centuries of
Nephite history. Those who kept that record make clear
that their prime concern in writing was to speak hope and

repentance to the future descendants of their Lamanite
contemporaries (see, for example, Jarom 1:2). But to their
own people, the stiff-necked, wicked, warring Nephites,
they were characteristically blunt about very basic behavioral and spiritual needs: repentance from sexual sins, no
longer lusting after material wealth, abhorrence of social
injustice, obedience to the law of Moses, and looking forward to the coming of Christ in the flesh (see Jacob 2;
Enos 1:22–23; Jarom 1:3–4, 10–11). There is no hint that
they preached about the great visions experienced by the
founding fathers. Nor is there evidence that copies were
made or circulated from which Lehi’s dream might have
been studied. For instance, Enos recalled “the words which
I had often heard my father speak” (Enos 1:3). But even
this nephew of Nephi1 does not suggest that he is familiar
with Lehi’s and Nephi’s climactic spiritual experiences.
Perhaps those accounts were considered too sacred for
common reference by religious teachers, just as modern
apostles typically refrain from talking directly about per-

sonal experiences with the Lord. So it seems quite possible
that the Nephites generally, let alone the Lamanites, did
not know enough about Lehi’s vision to have responded to
it even if it had been represented for them on a stone.
Are there name glyphs on the stela? A few monuments at
Izapa do exhibit a glyph here and there but none are on
Stela 5. Could the unique headdresses on the figures somehow signify names or identities of the figures shown, as
Jakeman claimed? Yes, it is possible. However this procedure of looking for meanings shows inconsistency. Jakeman
considered the headdresses on two figures to label Sariah
and Nephi1. But in the case of Lehi, Jakeman looked to a
symbol “floating” nearby as identifier while ignoring the

Right: The back of this crocodilian dragon/monster, who was considered to dwell in the underworld sea, forms the surface of the
earth in Mesoamerican mythic thought. Thus trees and other vegetation logically spring from his body. In the Near East, a seadwelling monster known as a Leviathan played a similar role. (The
dotted lines are conjectural.)
Below: This monument was in Group A near Stela 5. It obviously
shows the same monster as its neighbor, though more plainly.
This scene illustrates an event related in the Popol Vuh, sacred
book of the neighoring Quiché Maya Indians of Guatemala. For
details see the article in this issue by Bruce H. Yerman.

JOURNAL OF BOOK OF MORMON STUDIES

31

distinctive headdress on the old man figure. In all three
cases the names that Jakeman claims to be present are not
hieroglyphs as such, with defined phonetic elements that
spell out a name by means of sounds (as we might expect
from Mormon 9:32), but only icons or visual symbols for
the individuals. (Incidentally, if one accepts Jakeman’s
argument for an Old World connection in art styles,
Mesoamerican art adds support to one of his claims. His
interpretation of the headdress of the figure he says
represents Nephi1 derives the head garb from an Egyptian
“grain god,” while in Maya art a similar-looking headdress
signals the Maya jester god and also signifies that the
wearer is “maize king.”)6
Evaluation of Jakeman’s Argument

In the 48 years since Jakeman first concluded that Stela 5
represents Lehi’s dream of the tree of life, major advancements have come about in the study of Mesoamerican art.
Hundreds more monuments have been discovered and
many of them have been analyzed in a detail that was
impossible in the 1950s. It should not be surprising that
these later studies would require changes in his interpretation as well as the interpretations of other scholars treating
the material. His argument depended on interpreting the
iconography of Stela 5. But this was seriously hampered by
lack of a good pictorial representation of the scene on the
stone. Major details were omitted or misdrawn in the
rendering Jakeman used. A poor drawing is the equivalent
of bad data. There is no way to arrive at a “correct”
analysis using bad data. Unfortunately, because of the
poor drawing, Jakeman saw things on the stone that are
not there and missed many other features that are. In this
he had company, for the same thing can be said of every
interpretation of Stela 5 thus far.
Without belaboring the point, it is clear that many of
Jakeman’s identifications of the monument’s features were
forced to fit what he wanted to find. This applies to parallels he claimed between features on the stone and both
Near Eastern art and references to the Book of Mormon
text. In regard to the scriptural parallels, most of the several dozen elements that he thought linked the stela and
Lehi’s dream are only hypothetical. For example, the
account in 1 Nephi tells us nothing of the circumstances
when Lehi recounted the event to his family; all that is said
is “he spake unto us” (1 Nephi 8:2). We are not told who
was present and who was not, nor whether incense was
burned or not. Again, most of the purported parallels to
Old World art are based on Jakeman’s speculations.
Actually, only two elements mentioned in the text, a fruit
tree and water, can be recognized on the stone without
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A pair of fish carved from jadeite and forming part of a necklace
was excavated together with the ceramic head of Ehecatl shown
above. Whatever they mean exactly, obviously they are tied with
the wind-god. Notice this pair appears just in front of the Ehecatl
figure on Stela 5, possibly representing jadeite images hanging
from a necklace.

resorting to guesswork. All the rest—the spacious field,
the iron rod, an angel, and so on—were revealed as such
by dint of Jakeman’s own imaginative eye. This sort of
subjective matching is not an acceptable procedure in
scholarship or science.
A logical problem also undercuts Jakeman’s work. None
of his critical identifications of Book of Mormon characters and elements work unless one assumes his conclusion
beforehand. The supposed glyphs for Lehi, Sariah, and
Nephi, for example, are impressive only if one assumes
that Old World concepts were translated into New World
iconography to signify names that were simultaneously
meaningful in Palestine and Mesoamerica. Thus Jakeman
supposed that the “Lehi” figure, the old man, can be identified by a monster skull floating behind his head, and he
assumed that this feature represented a crocodile-like
mythic creature known to the Aztecs (2,000 years later) by
the name Cipactli. From that tenuous linkage, the analyst
leaped to the notion that the skull signified “jawbone,”
despite the fact that the skull is noticeably jawless. Another
step takes Jakeman to the name Lehi, which may have been
pronounced like the Hebrew word for “jawbone.” This
argument is forced at several points. None of the links
proposed is warranted, let alone demanded, by the data.
Two general issues here are basically problematic. One is
the hypothetical relationship of Lehi’s dream to the scene
on Stela 5. At this point in time it is much too speculative

and is based on too many weak points of logic to be
accepted. The new drawing may not allow a final conclusion about the viability of Jakeman’s argument but it does
appear to rob it of most of what had once seemed like
impressive support.
The claim that significant parallels to Old World art are
shown on Stela 5 is the second, independent question. It
deserves study in its own right. If a connection is sustained
by such an art historical investigation, that relationship
need not have resulted from any connection with the
Book of Mormon. The new drawing will at least facilitate
anyone’s research on that matter.
An Afterthought on Stela 5

Given the nature of LDS interest in Stela 5, most of my
discussion has been forced to focus on what the scene is
not. If it does not show Lehi’s dream, what does it show?
The monument is clearly Mesoamerican in theme, style,
technical execution, and quite surely meaning. It derives

the basic symmetry, balance, and concern for geometry
and numerology that one also expects in Mesoamerican
art. Of course, some elements for the moment do not
make sense, such as pairs of fish; comparison with other
monument scenes will probably clarify their meanings.
None of these elements fits one’s expectations about
Lehi’s dream. Instead, the scene appears to concern royalty, their subjects, and their relationships to deities and
the cosmos. I suspect that the basic theme of Stela 5 is the
king as intercessor with the gods on behalf of his people.
This was a concern of the ancient Mesoamerican rulers
who commissioned the carving of monuments for the
sake of their own glory, and this all accords with the
ancient tradition of art and culture within which Stela 5
fits comfortably.
Some Latter-day Saints may still feel the need to seek a
relationship between Stela 5 and Book of Mormon history.
The Lehi connection that Jakeman espoused goes
nowhere, in my opinion. But, long shot though it may be,

Long shot though it may be, a Jaredite link
to Izapa cannot be completely ruled out.
After all, Izapan art had its roots in the Olmec
tradition, and that cultural line paralleled
in time a major part of the history of the
Jaredite lineage.
from a long tradition of stone carving which predates the
people of Lehi by at least 700 years. The scene shown has
cosmic significance; the heavens, the earth, and the underearth are conventional framing features for earlier art in
this area. So is the tree—the world tree that is considered
in Mesoamerican thought to grow at the center of the
earth, from whose surface it reaches up to heaven and
down to the underworld. Supernatural monsters appear in
the scene. So do other figures, either gods or mortals (both
male and female) who are dressed as though they were
gods (they were probably royalty), and their attendants.
Ceremony, pomp, and ritual are clearly represented with
individuals depicted in elaborate dress, masks, and jewelry
positioned before smoking incense burners. Some individuals hold piercing implements used to draw their own
blood as an offering to deities. Overall the carving shows

a Jaredite link to Izapa cannot be completely ruled out.
After all, Izapan art had its roots in the Olmec tradition,
and that cultural line paralleled in time a major part of the
history of the Jaredite lineage as reported in the book of
Ether. The last Jaredite king, Coriantumr, carefully prepared a record on stone of his royal descent and status (see
Omni 1:20–22). That is clearly a Mesoamerican-like thing
for him to have done. While Stela 5 clearly cannot be his
record (the geography and dating rule that out), it could
fit within the general tradition of art and rulership that
ended officially with Coriantumr’s demise, but which
might have persisted among the later Mulekites in the
form of myths, art elements, and other cultural patterns
all the way down to Izapa’s heyday and beyond.
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Swords
&
“Cimeters”
in the Book of Mormon

by Matthew Roper
Illustrations by Robyn Miley

THE ABUNDANT ACCOUNTS OF WARFARE IN THE
BOOK OF MORMON ARE PUNCTUATED BY STATEMENTS
ABOUT WEAPONRY. FOR EXAMPLE, ALMA

43:17–18 BEGINS

THE NARRATION OF THE LONG WAR BETWEEN THE LAMANITES
AND THE NEPHITES. THE LATTER WERE LED BY MORONI:

This relief is carved at the entrance to Loltún Cave, northern Yucatan.
In his right hand the warrior brandishes a pointed macuahuitl; in his
left he grasps a double-curved weapon, perhaps a scimitar. In Izapan
(late Preclassic) style, the carving has been tentatively dated, on the
basis of the glyphs at the top, at 157 B.C.
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He was only twenty and five years old when he was
appointed chief captain over the armies of the Nephites.
And it came to pass that he met the Lamanites in the borders of Jershon, and his people were armed with swords
and with cimeters, and all manner of weapons of war.

Note: the small measurement rules near each illustration represent
a length of six inches proportional to the scale of the illustration.

Their first serious battle soon afterward featured these
two deadly implements, as we are told in Alma 43:37:
The work of death commenced on both sides, but it was
more dreadful on the part of the Lamanites, for their
nakedness was exposed to the heavy blows of the
Nephites with their swords and their cimeters, which
brought death almost at every stroke.
Most readers of the Book of Mormon have some idea of
what a sword may have looked like, but what were “cimeters?” Even a dictionary will not help with this term. Yet, as
we shall see, even our preconceptions about “swords” need
clarifying. The English expression sword in the King James
Version of the Bible ought to be enough to caution us
about easy assumptions, since it is used to translate
Hebrew terms as varied as baraq, “lightning” (a metaphor);
¡ela˙, “javelin” or “dart”; p#ti˙ah, “dagger”; reßa˙, “murder” (metaphoric); and ˙ere∫, “short sword” or “knife.”1
This article looks at these two categories of weapons—
swords and cimeters—from two perspectives. On swords,
we will look first to Mesoamerica, the area of the New
World where most researchers believe the Nephites lived,
to assess what swordlike implements the people there
used. Then we will see what light this Mesoamerican data
sheds on the picture of swords and cimeters we construct
from the Book of Mormon text. The approach to cimeters
will reverse the order—the Book of Mormon text will be
considered first, then the Mesoamerican parallels. We shall
find that there were indeed an interesting variety of
Mesoamerican weapons that are consistent with Book of
Mormon use of the terms sword and cimeter.

Ancient Mesoamerican Swords
Macuahuitl Swords
When the Spanish conquistadors faced Mesoamerican
armies in the early sixteenth century, without hesitation
they called the most fearsome type of native weapon espada,
I would like to express thanks to John L. Sorenson and
William J. Hamblin for helpful suggestions on earlier drafts
of this article and for providing several key references and
helpful encouragement.
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The Spaniards considered the Aztec macuahuitl equivalent to
their sword as shown by these “crossed arms” representing their
alliance with native allies.

“sword.” The Aztec name was macuahuitl (pronounced
“mah-kwah-weetl”) or macana. When the indomitable
Bernal Díaz, one of Cortez’s companions in his conquest of
central Mexico, saw the macuahuitl at work in the hands of
the enemy, he reported that “their swords, which were as
long as broadswords, were made of flint which cut worse
[i.e., more sharply] than a knife, and the blades were so set
that one could neither break them nor pull them out.”2
A macuahuitl consisted of a long, flat piece of hardwood
with grooves along the side into which were set and glued
sharp fragments of flint or obsidian (volcanic glass). Several inches of the wood piece were usually left as a handgrip at the bottom, the rest of the instrument having a
continuous sharp serrated edge; others had spaces
between the blades that resulted in a serrated edge. While
most of these weapons were blunt at the top, some were
tipped with a sharp stone.
Some writers have spoken of this weapon as a war club,
but the term club is inappropriate. The macuahuitl was
designed primarily as a slashing, rather than a crushing,
weapon. In fact Spanish eyewitnesses not only described it
as a sword but frequently distinguished it from clubs.3
The Spaniards reported that many warriors possessed the
macuahuitl. It was the combat weapon of preference. It
was also easily and quite cheaply constructed. Furthermore,
repairs could be made in the field if a man had a little bag
of replacement flints with him. Socially prominent men
used richly decorated weapons. According to Bernal Díaz,
Montezuma had two houses stocked with every sort of
weapon; many of them were richly adorned with gold

The macuahuitl took a variety of forms, some pointed, some not.

and precious stones. There were shields large and small,
and a sort of broadsword [the macuahuitl], and twohanded swords set with flint blades that cut much better
than our swords.4

Representations of ancient weapons do not abound in
Mesoamerican art either. Ross Hassig, an expert on Aztec
warfare, observes, for instance, that “despite the pivotal
importance of the macuahuitl (broadsword) in Aztec warfare, as amply attested in Spanish accounts, it is not
depicted in Pre-Columbian art even in scenes that show
warriors and capture.”9 For our knowledge we are primarily dependent on the recorded testimony of those who saw
the weapons in use during the short conquest period, for
they were soon displaced by European arms. This lack of
physical evidence for ancient Mesoamerican artifacts as
abundant as these swords warns us that absence of evidence from archaeology and art does not mean that a particular artifact—in this case a weapon—was unknown in
pre-Columbian times.
The eyewitness accounts by the Spaniards of course date
to less than 500 years ago. How much farther back in time
was the macuahuitl in use? There is evidence from scenes
engraved on stone monuments indicating that the weapon
had had a long history. At the site of La Nueva on the
Pacific coast of Guatemala, which dates to the period A.D.
450 to 900, a warrior carved in the Cotzumalhuapa style is
shown holding an object which looks very much like one
of these swords.10 At ruined Uaxactun—a Maya city in

Another historian, Solis, reported:
In the highest part [of Montezuma’s armory] they
placed the arms belonging to the king, which were hung
round the wall in excellent order: On one side the bows,
arrows, and quivers, with various embossed work of
gold and precious stones; On another, two-handed
swords, and others of extraordinary wood, with flint
edges, and most curious and costly handles. . . . The
Spaniards greatly wondered to behold such a prodigious
quantity of arms.5
Study of the weapons of Mesoamerica has been limited
by the fact that few specimens have survived. One reason
is that the arms were made of perishable materials for the
most part—wood, bamboo, leather, cloth—substances
that decay easily.6 Actually three—but only three—examples of the macuahuitl in its two-handed form have been
recovered by archaeologists in recent years. One had been
buried with a man in a tomb at Huitzo, Oaxaca, Mexico. A
necklace with gold, jade, and purple amethyst beads had
adorned the deceased, and beneath his skull were obsidian
blades in a position that suggested they had been part of a
pre-Hispanic sword.7 Remnants of two other weapons
were found near Quirigua, Guatemala.8

A warrior shown on a monument at La Nueva on the Pacific
coast of Guatemala ( A . D . 450-900) grasps this long, tapering
weapon which is apparently a macuahuitl of variant form.

lowland Guatemala—Stela 5, which dates around A.D. 378
as presently interpreted, portrays a standing warrior carrying a macuahuitl “set with triangular flints” in his right
hand.11 A still earlier relief is carved beside the mouth of a
cave at Loltún on the Yucatan peninsula. In his left hand a
warrior holds a strange curved object, but in his right he
wields a weapon with triangular stone blades set apart
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from each other, as well as having a point at the tip. The
latter implement bears a strong resemblance to the Aztec
macuahuitl. The Loltún figure is rendered in a style called
Izapan by art historians, that is, it dates a little earlier than
the time of Christ.12
Other examples are even older, dating to Olmec times,
the period of the Jaredites of the Book of Mormon.
Archaeologist Philip Drucker describes a carved monument at La Venta from before 500 B.C. showing “an obsidian-edged sword,”13 while Ann Cyphers Guillen recently
discovered a stone carving at the Olmec site of San
Lorenzo that dates before 900 B.C., “possibly showing a
club-like weapon with attached obsidian blades.”14 Clearly
this type of sword had such a long history of use in Mesoamerica that it must be considered a fundamental weapon.

Swords in the Book of Mormon in the Light of
Mesoamerica
In 1 Nephi we learn that Laban, a powerful official in
Jerusalem around 600 B.C., possessed a sword with a blade
“of the most precious steel” (1 Nephi 4:9).21 The blade also
had a sheath. Nothing is said of the length of the blade,
although it proved long enough to cut off a man’s head.
Some years after he arrived in the New World, Nephi1
recorded:
And I, Nephi, did take the sword of Laban, and after the
manner of it did make many swords, lest by any means
the people who were now called Lamanites should come
upon us and destroy us (2 Nephi 5:14).

And I, Nephi, did take the sword of Laban, and after the manner
by any means the people who were now called Lamanites should
Wood-Bladed Swords
Ronald Spores notes that weapons used among the
Zapotec people of southern Mexico included “long and
short wooden swords” in addition to “clubs” and
“macanas” or obsidian-edged swords.15 Swords with only a
wooden blade (probably of sharpened hardwood) are
mentioned in early Spanish accounts,16 and several codices
or native manuscripts (the Codex Mendoza, Codex Mexicanus, and Codex Porfirio Díaz) portray such weapons—
simple wooden blades, in distinction to the obsidian-lined
macuahuitls. Some of these wood blades are clearly
pointed.17 Codices like these suggested to ethnohistorian
Brian Hayden “that obsidian-edged macanas were used
predominantly by the elite knights, and the plain wood
blades were used by peasant fighters.”18
Short Swords or Fighting Knives
Some Spanish accounts also suggest that at least some
Mesoamerican warriors may have used long knives which
they carried into battle. These might qualify as a kind of
short sword. One historian related that the Uaymil Maya
warriors had “long daggers like short swords.”19 Archaeologist Samuel K. Lothrop noted from the early documents
that the Maya and the Toltecs possessed “fighting knives”
in addition to clubs and the macuahuitl.20
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Does this statement mean that Nephi1 made “many
swords” of steel closely imitating the model one he had
brought from Jerusalem?
William J. Hamblin and A. Brent Merrill provide a key
discussion of these issues that makes several important
observations.22 In the first place, we can wonder about the
meaning of the term steel. The KJV Old Testament uses
the English word steel in several places while the Hebrew
clearly reads “bronze” or perhaps copper, “hardened and
tempered in the manner of steel.”23 Joseph Smith’s translation of this term may have followed the usage of the English Bible, as was the case at other points in his translation.
Actually, a kind of steel was known in the kingdom of
Judah by 600 B.C. but was uncommon and probably
imported rather than having been produced by local metallurgists whose practices Nephi1 might have observed.
This special status of steel may be why particular mention
was made that the sword of Laban was of that material. It
is very unlikely that Nephi1, who was a youth of only
around 16 when he left Jerusalem, could have known the
technology to produce new steel blades even though he
might on occasion have observed the activities associated
with copper and iron production in the kingdom of Judah
in his day. And we must keep in mind that whatever
knowledge of metalworking he might personally have
gained would perhaps not have endured for long through
succeeding generations of Nephites. The latest mention of
making copper, iron, and “steel” is in Jarom 1:8, a couple

of centuries after Nephi1’s death; if he did know the process, it could well
have died out in succeeding years. There is no evidence from Mesoamerican archaeology or traditions to indicate the use of any metal in the manufacture of swords, other than as occasional decoration, although we may
not have the final word on that matter.24
But we do not need to interpret Nephi’s statement “after the manner of ”
as meaning that the swords he produced were of the same material as
Laban’s sword, only that their general pattern was similar—a straight double-edged slashing implement, in contrast to a cimeter. The same phraseology is used by Nephi1 in regard to building their temple in the new land. He
did so “after the manner” (that is, according to the pattern) of the temple of
Solomon, but it was not built of all the same materials (see 2 Nephi 5:1).
When Nephi1 produced enough swords to arm his whole people, he could
well have used some other metal, including perhaps obsidian, flint, or even
fire-hardened wood, for the cutting portion.
(b)

of it did make many swords, lest
come upon us and destroy us.

(a)

Could a Macuahuitl Be “Stained”?
Near Eastern Weapon Parallels
The Lamanite king named Anti-Nephi-Lehi admonished his fellow
Certain weapons in use in pre-Columbian
converts, “Since God hath taken away our stains, and our swords
Mesoamerica resemble those that were used
have become bright, then let us stain our swords no more with the
in the ancient Near East. This Canaanite
blood of our brethren” (Alma 24:12). Many types of obsidian have
sickle sword (a) is so much like a scimitar-like
a fine luster so the edges of a macuahuitl might well be described
weapon shown in the Mexican Codex Borgia (b)
as bright.25 For example, Friar Juan de Torquemada in the sixas to be very interesting.
teenth century described obsidian as “a stone which might be
The odd curved weapon pictured in the grasp of
called precious, more beautiful and brilliant than alabaster or
the sculptured warrior figure at Loltún Cave, Yucatan
jasper.”26 But what might “stain our swords” have meant if a
(see p. 34), has two blades projecting in opposite direcLamanite or Nephite sword was in the form of a
tions from a central handle. Whether the blades were of
macuahuitl? Hamblin has noted that blood would deeply
chipped obsidian or hardened wood, this device would
stain the wood in a weapon like the Aztec sword. The
have been fearsome to face in hand-to-hand combat. What
king’s metaphor for redemption that involved stained
seems to be another version of the same concept is pictured in
weapons and their cleansing might actually be more
the early art of highland Guatemala.
powerful if it referred to blood-soaked wood than
Hamblin noted that this weapon has a close parallel in ancient
to a metal or even an obsidian blade, which
Syria and India. There it has been called a curved double-dagger
could easily be wiped clean.
or haladie. Each of its blades was approximately 8½ inches long and
Did native American swords have sheaths?
the two were connected by a small handgrip, probably of wood.1 The
Laban’s sword is the only weapon menfact that the Nephites, Lamanites, and Mulekites of the Book of Mortioned in the Book of Mormon that is
mon record had their origins in ancient Israel, adjacent to Syria, is intersaid to have been carried in a sheath.
esting, to say the least. To all appearances the haladie, the Loltún Cave
There are later references to men
weapon, and the Kaminaljuyu weapon were constructed in response to one
“drawing” their swords, but that
shared idea, and both must have functioned very similarly.
expression need not imply a
A second parallel between Mesoamerica and the Near East may support the
sheath. Weapons could be
position that the latter area could have been a cultural source for the former in some
“drawn” from a bag or basket
aspects of armament. The obsidian-edged sword that was called macuahuitl by the
in which they were stored
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or carried. Hamblin and Merrill note that a
mural from Chichen Itza (dated long after Book
of Mormon times) shows a Toltec-era soldier carrying a bag or basket holding several macuahuitls
on his back.27 Some Aztec warriors carried a kind
of rack on their backs to which they could fasten
their weapon when not in use.28 The Toltecs were
reported to have borne “swords . . . fastened [on]
with belts.”29 So while Nephite warriors might have
had sheaths, they could also have “drawn” their swords
from a bag, a basket, or a belt fastening.
(a)
(b)
(c)
The expression drawn might also have been a rhetorical device meaning something like “prepared to give battle.” Early Spanish chroniclers use the term in that
Versions of the scimitar-like double-dagger: (a) Syria, the
metaphorical way when describing actions by native lords
haladie (each blade is 8 or 9 inches long); (b) from Stela 11
using macuahuitls that were not carried in a sheath: “And he
at Kaminaljuyu, Guatemala, dated to the first century B . C .;
flattered
himself, that his sword being once drawn [i.e., the
(c) Loltún Cave, second century B . C .
decision being made to go to war], he might have a chance to
reach the crown.”30 “None of the caciques [native rulers] dared
Aztecs was labeled hadzab among the Maya of
to draw a sword against them.”31
Yucatan in Spanish colonial days. The Maya
How sharp were their swords? Some Book of Mormon referword signifies “that with which one strikes a
ences to swords suggest that the blades of these weapons could be
blow.”2 In Hebrew ˙ß∫ means “to hew,” as in
very sharp, as when Ammon severs the limbs of his enemies at the
chopping, although in certain passages in the
waters of Sebus, or when a Nephite soldier cuts off Zerahemnah’s
Hebrew scripture the meaning is “to cut.”3
scalp. Pohl observes, “The brutal nature of this weapon made combat
The phonetic similarity of these two
bloody and dismemberment common.”32 Spaniards who faced native
terms seems interesting at least.
Mesoamerican swords in battle were deeply impressed by their deadly
This is not the only parallel between
cutting power and razorlike sharpness. Here are a few of their statements:
Maya and Hebrew terminology.4 In
• These swords cut naked men as if they were steel.33
fact many cultural complexes are
• They slashed at his mare, cutting her head at the neck so that it only
shared by the Near East and
hung by the skin.
Mesoamerica that lead to the pos• They killed the mare with a single sword stroke.
sibility of some type of historical
• There were shields large and small, and a sort of broadsword, and twolink between them.5
handed swords set with flint blades that cut much better than our swords. 34
Given these parallels, it
seems appropriate to search
carefully in the vocabulary
related to arms and warfare of the two areas to
look for other specific
If Ammon’s sword were a macuahuitl, he could easily have cut off the limbs of the liveparallels that would
stock “rustlers” that he fought. But even a sharpened sword of hardwood might have done
shed further light
the job as well.
on the nature of
Were their swords pointed? At Alma 44:12–13, Mormon describes the unsuccessful attempt by
the relationthe leader of a Lamanite army, Zerahemnah, to kill the Nephite chief, Moroni. In the skirmish, a
ship between
Nephite soldier wounded Zerahemnah by smiting off part of his scalp. The warrior then “laid” the
them. 
scalp on the “point” of his sword, apparently without piercing it. As Hamblin and Merrill note, we
cannot tell from this statement whether the “point” was dangerously sharp or not. Another passage
implies that a group of Lamanite prisoners who were attempting to escape may have been impaled on
pointed swords held by their guards: “And it came to pass that because of their rebellion we did cause that
our swords should come upon them. And it came to pass that they did in a body run upon our swords,

These swords cut naked men as if they were steel.
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in the which, the greater number of them were slain”
(Alma 57:33). Yet the phrasing could also signify that the
Nephite guards actively swung their weapons as the desperate men “did . . . run upon” their swords. The language
does not allow us to be sure whether the swords were
pointed or not.
In fact, some pre-Columbian swords were pointed, as
several Mesoamerican codices (native documents) clearly
show. The Mendoza Codex, for example, shows Aztec and
neighboring Tlaxcalan warriors with wood-bladed swords
that are pointed.35 One of the most impressive battle
scenes portrayed in Maya art can be found at Bonampak.
On the west wall of Room 2, “a large leaf-shaped blade
with a short handle is brandished by a warrior.”36 His
weapon is pointed. As already noted, the Spaniards
reported that some Mesoamerican stone-bladed swords
bore obsidian points. The carved portrait of the warrior at
Loltún Cave mentioned above, which dates to the Nephite
period, pictures a pointed macuahuitl, similar to a Postclassic example shown by Hassig.37
“The hilt of his sword.” According to the Book of Mormon, Zerahemnah’s sword “broke by the hilt” when his
attack on chief captain Moroni was thwarted. According to
one of the Spanish conquistadors, the Aztec
“broadswords” had “their hilts . . . not quite so long” as
those of Spanish swords and “three fingers wide.”38 The
swords of Montezuma were described as having “most
curious and costly handles,”39 that is hilts. Hassig notes,
“Some swords had thongs through which the user could
put his hand to secure the weapon in battle” as he grasped
the hilt.40 The codices frequently show the hilt of the
macuahuitl with a knob at the end, which would obviously help keep the heavy weapon from slipping out of the
user’s hand during combat.41

said to have swords during this period (see 2 Nephi 5:14;
Omni 1:2, 10), the cimeter is mentioned as only a Lamanite armament. The first Nephites who were reported to be
using cimeters were the Zeniffites, who left Zarahemla to
reoccupy their ancestral homeland in the land of Nephi
amidst the Lamanites (Mosiah 9:16). After the Zeniffites
under their third king, Limhi, fled the land of Nephi and
settled in Zarahemla, cimeters came into general use by
the Nephites during the first century B.C. (see Alma 2:12;
43:18, 20, 37; 44:8; 60:2; Helaman 1:14). It seems obvious
that this was a weapon borrowed by the Nephites from the
Lamanites through the Zeniffites, as intermediaries. (Conversely, the Lamanites are not said to have used “swords”
until their contact with the Zeniffites; see Mosiah 10:8. A
cultural interchange in weapon concepts between that
group and their Lamanite overlords and foes is logical.)
Mesoamerican Scimitar-Like Weapons
A number of candidate forms are known that plausibly
fit the Book of Mormon category cimeter. One category
consists of simple agricultural or hunting devices that
could also have served in battle. Others were more obviously weapons from the outset.
Wood implements. Today’s steel-bladed machete is the
functional equivalent of a certain agricultural tool from
pre-Columbian times.43 Hayden has suggested that in

Cimeters in the Book of Mormon
Cimeter is one of a number of spellings used in nineteenth-century America for the word that has become standardized in more recent English as scimitar. The dictionary
defines scimitar as, “1: a saber having a curved blade with
the edge on the convex side. . . . 2: something resembling a
scimitar (as in sharpness or shape), esp: a long-handled
billhook.”42 The primary distinction between a scimitar
and a sword is that the former has a curved blade.
In the Book of Mormon weapons labeled cimeters are
first mentioned during the days of Enos, between about
544 and 421 .. Speaking of his people’s Lamanite enemies, Enos says, “And their skill was in the bow, and in the
cimeter, and the ax” (Enos 1:20). While the Nephites are

(a)

(b)

A modern iron machete tool, (a), is very similar to a preColumbian wooden implement (b) preserved in the waters of the
cenote at Chichen Itza.
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highland Guatemala, “A sharp-bladed, heavy piece of
hardwood may have been employed [anciently] for cutting
down or ringing scrub and secondary growth, which is
today cleared with a machete. People in that region before
World War II, when metal implements were scarce and
expensive, used tools called palo machetes (“wooden
machetes”) to clear scrub growth from fields. These were
made of hardwoods like madron.44 Clemency C. Coggins, a
specialist in the Maya civilization, believes the modern
machete “to be a direct descendant of the wooden sicklelike tools found [preserved] in the Cenote” or well at
Chichen Itza.45 Hayden observes that “such a tool might
also serve for defense against predators, snakes, and
strangers while in the field”; consequently, “the agricultural tool and the weapon may have been one item.”46

the Lamanites were without armor at this time, even such
relatively crude weapons could have been effective.
A curved wood weapon with inset stone blades. While the
Book of Mormon cimeter may have been a curved
wooden blade, the Nephite and Lamanite use of armor,
starting in the battles of the first century B.C., could have
brought about a need for more effective blades. In a recent
study of Mesoamerican warfare, Hassig describes a curved,
clublike weapon that he labels a “short-sword.”47 He knows
of their presence only from the post-Classic codices (after
48
A.D. 1,000). This device consisted of a curved piece of
hardwood approximately 18 inches long with obsidian
blades inset into its cutting end. Hassig credits this slashing weapon with a number of characteristics that clubs,
for example, could not provide.49

This curved scimitar-like short-sword, inset with sharp obsidian
fragments, is found in the Mexican Codex Nuttall (Plate 76).

Warriors shown at Teotihuacan (Atetelco murals) also wield
short-swords.

Sometime around 200 B.C., Zeniff recorded that his people were attacked by the Lamanites while they were “feeding their flocks, and tilling their lands” (Mosiah 9:14).
When the survivors fled to the king, he had to arm them
quickly. Thus “I did arm them with bows, and with
arrows, with swords, and with cimeters, and with clubs,
and with slings, and with all manner of weapons which we
could invent” (Mosiah 9:16). Nothing is said of what
materials were used to make these arms, but given the
emergency situation it is plausible that they used or based
them upon tools that they already employed for everyday
purposes, such as wooden implements for clearing vegetation and slings and the bow and arrow for hunting. Since

Such a weapon may have survived right up to the Spanish conquest in highland Guatemala. One Spanish account
of a native tradition relates that “the weapons with which
it is said they fought were bows and arrows and certain
cutlasses that they say were made of flint.”50 The curved
form of the end of the “short-sword” could justify the
term cutlasses.
Despite Hassig’s belief in the late invention of this
weapon in Mesoamerican history, evidence from earlier
Mesoamerican art shows that it was known far earlier than
he realized. A stela from Comitan, Chiapas, from before
A.D. 1,000, portrays a curved object like this weapon, while
something similar is depicted on a monument at Chichen
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Itza, dated, according to its inscription, to A.D. 874.51
Moreover, murals from Teotihuacan as early as A.D. 450
display curved-bladed knives that look very similar to
short-swords.52 Hassig grants that these “were doubtless
used in combat as auxiliary weapons. . . . All combatants
[among the Teotihuacanos] may have carried them.”53 By
their curved shape they too could be called cimeters.
Even back in the era of the Book of Mormon, a weapon
was pictured that is similar to the short sword. Hayden
notes that a “hooked implement” depicted on Stelas 3 and
4 at Izapa (second century B.C.) and on Stela 2 at La Venta
(no later than the sixth century B.C.) “bears a remarkable
resemblance to the hooked machete used by some groups
today.” To him “it seems most probable that the item was
being used as a weapon,” which must have been made of
wood since no archaeological remains of this form have
been recovered.54 Another early Guatemalan site, now
known as Abaj Takalik, contains carved stone monuments
somewhat similar to the sculptural styles at Izapa and La
Venta and seemingly dated to the centuries before 400 B.C.
One of these pictures a man who grasps a weapon with a
curved blade. It is impossible to tell from these sculptured
images whether the blades were of wood alone or had an
inset obsidian edge.
Other curved weapons. The possibility has been suggested that a strange double-curved weapon held in the
left hand of the warrior figure on the Loltún cave relief
(see p. 34) might be considered a scimitar/cimeter.55 Its
two blades curve in opposite directions from the ends of a
central handle. Grube and Schele consider the object to be
a weapon, and it looks something like a special version of
the short-sword discussed above. We recall that the date
for the figure at Loltún falls within the Book of Mormon
period. Moreover, the Izapan art style in which the figure
is carved originated in Pacific coastal Guatemala or southern Mexico. That region includes the territory thought by
most Latter-day Saint researchers to have been the Nephite
and Lamanite heartland. Thus the weapon shown at
Loltún has a good chance of being one of the arms that
Lamanites and Nephites were using during the central segment of Book of Mormon history. In fact, at Kaminaljuyu,
the great ruined city in the valley of Guatemala, which
many consider to have been the city of Nephi (or LehiNephi), Stela 11 shows a warrior figure holding a curved
object similar to that on the Loltún portrait. It may be
even earlier than the one at Loltún, dating to the early
Miraflores period (250 to 100 B.C.). Some Mesoamerican
experts consider that the curved object on Stela 11 was the
equivalent of the double-bladed weapon at Loltún.56 (For
an Old World parallel, see the sidebar on pp. 39–40.)

Summary
One striking fact emerges when we compare statements in the Book of Mormon text to studies of
weapons in pre-Columbian cultures in Mesoamerica:
Several kinds of swords and cimeters were in ancient
use that are plausible candidates for the objects the
Nephite account describes.
The most obvious “sword” is the macuahuitl, the
straight-edged wooden instrument lined with
sharp stone fragments. It functioned like an Old
World sword, and the Spaniards called it a sword
without hesitation.
Another weapon that fits the category sword
consisted of straight implements of hardwood
that had been given a sharp edge and a point
and then hardened by exposure to heat. These
were apparently basic agricultural tools (the
equivalent of machetes or sickles) converted
for use in combat. Hints are also found in the
Mesoamerican sources of additional swordlike forms, such as a long knife of flint.
The cimeter of the Book of Mormon is
known today as a scimitar—a curved blade
with the outer side sharpened. The billhook, “short-sword,” and double-dagger
are other Mesoamerican weapons that fit
with the concept of scimitar.
All the weapons cited in the Book
of Mormon text have parallels
among Mesoamerican armaments.
By making this kind of comparison—of the scriptural text with
external sources about the
ancient American setting—we
clarify the scriptural text and
arrive at a more realistic
understanding of what its
people were actually
doing in the stories we
read in Mormon’s
account. 
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Ammon and the
Mesoamerican
Custom of
Smiting offA
rms
by Bruce H. Yerman
The Book of Mormon story about Ammon smiting off
the arms of the Lamanite thieves who scattered King
Lamoni’s flocks fits a cultural pattern known from preSpanish Mesoamerica. Cutting off an enemy’s arm in battle not only rendered him utterly helpless but also netted
the victor a grisly trophy to carry from the scene of battle
that would validate his prowess in hand-to-hand combat.
Documents from Mexico and Guatemala reveal such a
pre-Columbian custom.
In Mexico City’s National Palace, famed artist Diego
Rivera represented the life of the Aztecs and their predecessors in a series of colorful and accurate murals. The one
in the first corridor of the palace depicts the marketplace
at Tlatelolco, a quarter of the Aztec capital metropolis that
was made famous through vivid descriptions provided by
the Spanish conquerors.1 This carefully researched Rivera
mural shows a prostitute tempting men around her in the
marketplace. They show off for her by flaunting tokens of
wealth and power. One displays a precious jade necklace.
Another admirer, a soldier, offers the woman “an arm of a
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white man, whom he surely had just defeated in combat.”2
The artist’s intimation is that the war trophy was considered comparable to the piece of fine jewelry. Bernal Díaz,
the conquistador author, described the sad fate of several
of his comrades who were captured in battle: After the
captives had been sacrificed, Aztec warriors held aloft the
severed arms of the victims as they taunted and threatened
the Spanish and their native allies who were within earshot.3
Among the Aztecs, one of the few avenues open to a
man for social advancement beyond the status of his parents was to demonstrate valor in combat. If he proved
himself valiant, which included vanquishing his enemies
by cutting off their arms, he could gain such privileges as
the right to enjoy special foods and dress in fine clothing.
It would make sense that in an earlier era among the
Nephites and Lamanites, superior performance in the frequent wars would have enhanced social prestige in a similar way. One considers, for example, the high esteem in

which the warrior Teancum was held
ites (see Alma 17). Such a decision by
for an act of daring (see Alma 62:37).
a Mesoamerican noble would be so
Moroni1, another of the Nephite
untypical that it would be recounted
heroes, was also a man of extraordiamong his people.
nary military prowess—“a strong and a
The Lamanite guards bind Ammon
mighty man” (Alma 48:11; compare
and take him before King Lamoni.
48:13, 14, 16; 51:18; 54:12; 60:30).
Upon seeing and hearing this articuAmmon, whose story is noted below,
late, noble individual, the king frees
was deeply admired by the Lamanites
him and offers to give him one of his
“because of his expertness [in arms]
daughters as a wife (see Alma 17:24).
and great strength” (Alma 18:3).
Ammon, however, chooses to be the
One sees further evidence for the
king’s servant. Three days later he is
Aztec practice of cutting off enemy
out defending the king’s flocks and
arms in the Mexica room of the
his fellow servants against a band of
National Museum of Anthropology
roughnecks who try to steal the aniin Mexico City. Near the
mals. Ammon quickly kills a number
entrance sit four carved
of the rustlers with his sling. Armed
Rive
figures of death, Las
with clubs, the remaining thieves rush
ra d
Cihuateteo—women
at Ammon, who kills their leader. The Nephite
ep
whit
e ma icts a so
who had achieved the
prince skilfully uses his sword to disn, w
l
hom dier off
status of “warriors.” A
able more of his enemies,
ering
he su
woman obtained that rank—
cutting off the
rely
had a woman
which assured her a special glorified status
just
after death—when she died in childbirth. Acquisition of
defe “an arm
ated
rank was taken so seriously that, upon hearing of a
arms
in co of a
woman who had just died giving birth, youthful soldiers
of a number and
mbat
.”
whose return from the latest battle was not glorious would
leaving them “astonished at
on occasion rush to the woman’s home, barge in, cut off
his power” (see Alma 17:36). Later the
an arm of the “warrior” woman, and bear it off as a trophy
servants of the king collect the severed limbs and take
of their valor.4
them to the royal residence “as a testimony of ” their story
Evidence for the arm-severing practice in earlier times is
about Ammon’s skill and bravery (see Alma 17:39; 18:1–3).
rare, yet one finds traces. Notable is a mythical event in the
The king is emotionally and spiritually shaken when he
Popol Vuh, the sacred book of the Quiché Maya of highhears of the visitor’s performance; he even supposes
land Guatemala. There is evidence that at least some of the
Ammon to be a deity (see Alma 18:10, 11). Even after
beliefs and customs recorded in that volume of native
Ammon corrects that mistaken notion, the impact of the
“virtual scripture” were current as far back as 2,000 years
Nephite prince’s actions earns him respect as a very powago.5 (To Latter-day Saints, it may be significant that higherful man in Lamanite society (see Alma 19:24–27).
land Guatemala might have been the territory where
It is more than interesting that a similar custom existed
Ammon lived among the Lamanites centuries earlier.6) At
in the ancient Near East. For instance, an Assyrian work of
one point the Popol Vuh reports a fight between hero
art celebrating a military conquest shows soldiers cutting
twins, Hunahpu and Xbalanque, and the god Seven
off the heads, feet, and hands of vanquished enemies, first
Macaw. Hidden in a tree, Hunahpu shoots Seven Macaw
for an accurate count of enemy dead and second as trophies
with his blowgun. As the twin seeks to escape, Seven
of war. Egyptian art shows the taking of hand trophies.8
Macaw twists and tears an arm off Hunahpu’s body. “And
The cultural message delivered to the Lamanites by the
when Seven Macaw had taken the arm of Hunahpu, he
fellow servants of prince Ammon who took trophy arms
went home . . . then he hung up the arm of Hunahpu,”7
from his foes reminds us forcefully of the same practice
most probably as a token of his victory.
among later Aztecs and Maya.

According to the Book of Mormon, Ammon, one of the
sons of the Nephite king Mosiah2, chose to abandon his
princely role to serve as a missionary among the LamanI thank Randi Reinhart for contributing to this article and discussing elements of it with me.
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UNLOCKING
THE

M A R I LY N A R N O L D
PHOTO GRAPHY BY JOHN REES

NLIKE THE SCIENTIST OF FAITH WHO STUDIES THE WORK OF THE

CREATOR EVERY TIME HE OR SHE ENTERS THE LABORATORY OR THE
FIELD, THE ENGLISH TEACHER STUDIES THE PRODUCT OF THE HUMAN MIND,
RELENTLESSLY PURSUING MEANING AND DELIGHT IN THE WRITTEN WORD.
To the onlooker there may seem to be little connection
between literary studies and religious faith; but to me,
now, there is an almost inseparable bond. In fact, it was
not until I began to read sacred texts with the skills I had
acquired in studying nonsacred texts that the eyes of my
understanding truly began to open. Unquestionably, my
training in literary analysis has enhanced my reading of
scripture and my testimony of its divine origin.
Of the many hundreds of texts I have read, none has
touched me more profoundly than the Book of Mormon.
Without question, it is the greatest book I have ever
encountered. The near perfect blend of poetry and truth
is, in my view, simply unequaled. I confess, however, that I
have not always appreciated its greatness, and for too
many years my reading was sporadic and merely dutiful. I
knew that the Book of Mormon contained some splendid
passages, but as a whole it had not grabbed me and shaken
me into a realization of its unparalleled magnificence.
Three things transformed the book for me, though it was
not I that changed the book, but the book that changed
me. The first transforming event was my decision to read
the Book of Mormon in earnest, from cover to cover,
investing the same concentrated energy that I would
accord a complex and masterful literary text. The second
transforming event grew out of the first: it was the decisive
entrance of the Spirit into my study of the book, and
hence into my life, with unprecedented intensity and constancy. The third transforming event also grew out of the
first: it was the prayerful desire to experience the great
change of heart described by King Benjamin and Alma, to
be more than an “active Mormon,” to be spiritually born
as a child of Christ.
This article originally appeared in Expressions of Faith: Testimonies of Latter-day Saint Scholars, ed. Susan Easton Black
(Provo, Utah: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1996), 193–200.
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These three events, in concert, permanently transformed my inner life. They implanted in my soul an indescribable love of the Book of Mormon, of the gospel of
Jesus Christ, and of his church. At the time this change
was occurring, my friends may have recognized the same
lengthy frame and the same silly grin they had always
known, but I knew I was not the person they had charitably tolerated all those years. It was as if I harbored a sweet
secret that I was too shy to talk about. I now wanted desperately to live more purely, to correct my innumerable
character flaws, to abandon my sins. What happened to
me during that period of intense study, prayer, and selfassessment remains with me still.
Since that time, I have undertaken a yet more concentrated study of the Book of Mormon, and with each reading it almost magically expands to meet my increased
ability to comprehend it. Truly, this is no ordinary book,
and I am grateful that the practice of literary analysis,
though anything but an exact science, has given me useful
tools in the study of sacred texts. Then, too, the Book of
Mormon has its parallels with good fiction, for both contain narratives that offer insight into human experience.
And while fiction is not true in a literal sense, it can most
surely be true in an absolute sense. But the Book of Mormon is much more than fiction, for it is factually true as
well as philosophically and morally true. The Book of
Mormon is more than history, too.
All readers, specialists or not, have much in common,
and like most, I am drawn to great texts out of love. Consequently, emotion, positive or negative, to some extent
shapes my reading and accompanies my objective
responses to the written word. We should not be embarrassed by an emotional response to genuine greatness. The
emotion that overwhelms me when I read an exceptional
text like the Book of Mormon bears no resemblance to the
cheap tears that are the stock in trade of tasteless popular

literature. Such tears are induced by shallow notions,
Although I consider other factors, my preference in
stereotypical characters, and shopworn images rather than
approaching a text is to appraise its value by examining
by truth and artistry. Countless years of studying written
the internal evidence the text itself presents. History, biogtexts have, I hope, fixed in me some small ability to distinraphy, critical theory, and literary fashion are all legitimate
guish between the good and the bad, the true and the
and interesting doors through which to enter and interfalse, the genuine and the spurious, the original and the
pret a piece of literature. But to limit analysis to one or
imitative. When I read a book, I no longer have to ask with
more of those approaches is, I think, to remain in the foyer
Hamlet, “Is this an honest ghost?”
rather than to enter the living quarters of the work. It is to
In my experience, the first few pages of a book are critiassess, merely, and never possess. Whatever frustrations
cal; if a book is deceitful, its opening pages will betray it. I
the Book of Mormon presents to the historian or the
challenge anyone to apply that test to the Book of Moranthropologist, it lends itself particularly well to my brand
mon. Can an honest reader of the following lines doubt
of close textual reading. In fact, external information
that Nephi is who he says he is, and that he writes what he
about the record’s creation and its cultural setting is so
knows to be absolute truth?
sparse that the words on the page are very nearly the
I, Nephi, having been born of goodly parents, . . . and
reader’s only tangible resource. Except for concurrent bibhaving seen many afflictions in the course of my days,
lical history and archaeological findings in Mesoamerica,
nevertheless, having been highly favored of the Lord in
we are largely ignorant of the world that engendered the
all my days; yea, having had a great knowledge of the
Book of Mormon.
goodness and the mysteries of God, therefore I make a
Coincidentally, because the Book of Mormon arrives
record of my proceedings in my days. And I know that
with so few cultural trappings, the diligent, spiritually
the record which I make is true; and I make it with mine
attuned seeker can study and appreciate it with no specialown hand; and I make it according to my knowledge.
ized academic preparation for the task, no extensive his(1 Nephi 1:1, 3)
torical background, and no external biographical data. Even
Nephi’s forthrightness is apparent in every line. He opens
so, I regard it as a great personal blessing that my formal
by naming himself, paying homage to his parents and his
training is of the sort that adds significantly to my study of
God, and bearing testimony
about his record. Thus, we learn
immediately that the narrative
voice belongs to someone who is
I SEE IN THIS WRENCHING POLARIZATION A STRIKING
candid, respectful, dutiful, and
PROOF OF LEHI’S POWERFUL DISCOURSE ON THE
grateful, someone who is likely to
cut a very straight course. No
NECESSITY OF OPPOSITION IN ALL THINGS.
hedging, no circumventing, no
embroidering the truth. In fact,
the very structure of verse 3
projects Nephi’s sincerity through the use of three sturdy
the Book of Mormon. Possibly I “see more” because I am
parallel clauses, all beginning with the words “And I” foltrained to see more. Most certainly, the Spirit finds me a
lowed by a single syllable verb: “And I know,” “and I make,”
readier pupil than I might otherwise have been.
“and I make.” That same sincerity is also conveyed through
Perhaps I can illustrate briefly how my academic prepaword repetition. The first sentence contains a subordinate
ration translates into “seeing.” Obviously, even inexpericlause that introduces the words “I make,” words that Nephi
enced readers of the Book of Mormon readily perceive the
deliberately repeats in the two independent clauses that folopposition between Nephi and his brothers Laman and
low. Nephi’s prompt self-introduction takes on added signifLemuel because the narrative openly and repeatedly
icance, too, as we come to realize that throughout the Book
alludes to it. But while many readers might overlook the
of Mormon the Lord and his servants almost invariably
conflict’s deeper significance, I see in this wrenching
announce who they are, while Satan and his servants rarely
polarization a striking proof of Lehi’s powerful discourse
do. The honest have nothing to hide; the devious have everyon the necessity of opposition in all things. Furthermore,
thing to hide. By immediately announcing his identity and
readers might not notice the aptness in the positioning of
fealty, therefore, Nephi serves reliable notice that he is who
Lehi’s discourse; it is delivered in the patriarchal blessing
he says he is and that he intends to prepare a true record.
pronounced upon Jacob, a younger son who has painfully
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witnessed firsthand the opposition between Nephi and his
older brothers. Indeed, Jacob’s whole existence has been
marked by opposition; I think Lehi wants him to understand that, despite its concomitant pain, opposition makes
possible the exercise of agency and is therefore a vital
aspect of the plan of salvation.
As if echoing itself, but in much subtler tones, the text
also reveals a contrast (though not a conflict) between
Nephi and Jacob, thereby creating a kind of benign subtext
on the theme of opposition. Although Jacob is gifted in
language and solid in his testimony, to me he seems
unusually tender, even a bit fragile, in his emotional
makeup. Clearly, Jacob is no Nephi, nor need he be, but in
a written text, as in life, he can serve as a complementary
foil to his physically and spiritually imposing brother. Just
who is this Jacob? One of the consummate pleasures of
studying literature is the discovery of character. Whereas
in real life, the essential person, the inner self, is carefully
hidden from public gaze, in literature the very soul of a
character can be opened, exposing a multitude of buried
thoughts and anxieties. Jacob is a case in point. We often
rush past Jacob because his hour on the stage is short and
because Nephi quite naturally overshadows his more reticent younger brother. But under scrutiny the text actually
reveals more than a little about Jacob.
Although Nephi’s narrative is many times the length of
Jacob’s, we seldom see Nephi’s inner self, the individual
behind the courageous and faithful son, the undaunted
prophet and the mighty leader. As narrator, he selects what
will be told, and he chooses not to include his own sermons to his people or much personal musing. A notable
exception, of course, is the lovely “psalm” that comprises
verses 16–35 of 2 Nephi 4. But even then, Nephi formalizes the expression and distances himself from self-revelation by employing the overtly personal, but rhetorically
impersonal, frame of the psalm. Conversely, the textual
imprints of Jacob’s character, and their replication in the
hidden chambers of our own souls, are readily descried by
the alert eye.
Any consideration of Jacob must take into account the
matter of Nephi’s influence. In literary studies, giants like
Shakespeare can be seen as massive watersheds of influence, changing what successive writers do ever afterward.
As southern fictionist Flannery O’Connor wryly observed,
“The presence alone of Faulkner in our midst makes a
great difference in what the writer can and cannot permit
himself to do. Nobody wants his mule and wagon stalled
on the same track the Dixie Limited is roaring down.”1
Nephi is just this sort of irrepressible human locomotive,
and Jacob is sure to measure himself against Nephi and his
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achievement. Jacob himself is dutiful and conscientious in
the extreme, but to what extent is that aspect of his character attributable to the presence and the enduring expectations of Nephi? Furthermore, does Nephi’s death leave
Jacob feeling abandoned and inadequate to the task
ahead? More pronounced still is the distinct strain of
melancholy that stamps Jacob’s character, but it probably
derives from another source. Consider this: Jacob was
born in the wilderness and transported as a youngster on a
long and arduous sea voyage, a voyage filled with terrifying cosmic and family tumult and ending in a strange,

seemingly uninhabited land. And unlike his older brothers, who at least had roots and memory in civilized society,
Jacob lived under the menace of bitter conflict and imminent annihilation most of his life.
The text does not make an issue of Jacob’s suffering, but
it provides enough indicators to offer a window into his
character. For instance, Lehi shows his awareness of Jacob’s
situation and nature when he begins Jacob’s patriarchal
blessing with these words: “And now, Jacob, . . . Thou art
my first-born in the days of my tribulation in the wilderness. And behold, in thy childhood thou hast suffered
afflictions and much sorrow, because of the rudeness of

The sensitivity and compassion I see in Jacob seem
almost to spring from the melancholy begotten by exile
and isolation. In public, and prior to Nephi’s death, Jacob
tries to put a positive cast on his people’s circumstances,
but his statement nonetheless reveals a deep-seated sense
of their exile: “let us . . . not hang down our heads, for we
are not cast off; nevertheless, we have been driven out of
the land of our inheritance; but we have been led to a better land, for the Lord has made the sea our path, and we
are upon an isle of the sea” (2 Nephi 10:20). In private,
speaking not to his people but to future generations, an
older Jacob does not mask his feelings:
“The time passed away
with us, and also our lives
passed away like as it were
unto us a dream, we being
TO SKIM THAT PASSAGE AND MISS ITS TONE OF
a lonesome and a solemn
people, wanderers, cast
HEARTBREAK ITS REVELATION OF JACOB S
out from Jerusalem, born
CHARACTER AND HIS PERCEPTION OF HIS
in tribulation, in a wilderCIRCUMSTANCES IS TO MISS A RICH OPPORTUNITY ness, and hated of our
brethren, which caused
wars and contentions;
FOR HUMAN UNDERSTANDING
wherefore, we did mourn
out our days (Jacob 7:26).”
To skim that passage and
thy brethren” (2 Nephi 2:1). Earlier, at sea, when Laman’s
miss its tone of heartbreak, its revelation of Jacob’s character
and Lemuel’s brutality toward Nephi heaps agony on the
and his perception of his circumstances, is to miss a rich
heads of Lehi and Sariah, the record notes that “Jacob and
opportunity for human understanding. Without question,
Joseph also, being young, having need of much nourishJacob, like Nephi, paid dearly for his faith. The text also
ment, were grieved because of the afflictions of their
affirms that he was beloved of the Lord, for even when Nephi
mother” (1 Nephi 18:19).
was alive, Jacob was visited by Christ and by angels. MoreIt appears from the text, too, that conflict and grief
over, Jacob was first among the Nephites to learn—from an
have engendered in Jacob an intense empathy toward the
angel—that the name of the Holy One of Israel would be
suffering of others. Jacob’s compassion is particularly
Christ (see 2 Nephi 10:3). And anyone uninitiated to
evident in an emotional sermon he delivers after Nephi’s
Jacob’s rhetorical gifts need only study in detail the sermon
death, a sermon quite different in tone and content from
fragment that Nephi elects to copy into his own chronicle.
the earlier one recorded by Nephi (see 2 Nephi 6–10). In
My point is simply this: The Book of Mormon is an
the later sermon, although painfully reluctant to harrow
inspired text whose possibilities could not be exhausted in
the already injured feelings of the women and children in
a lifetime of study, much less a lifetime of pulling isolated
the congregation, Jacob chastises the Nephite men for
passages for Sunday lessons and talks. I am particularly
marital infidelity. Their wives and children, and others
blessed to be a student of literary texts, for my academic
too, he declares, have come to hear the word of God, but
pursuits have enriched, even prompted, my study of scripwill instead “have daggers placed to pierce their souls and
ture. More than that, the Spirit that sometimes illuminates
wound their delicate minds” (Jacob 2:9). Jacob reiterates
sacred texts for me also seems to lend insight and discernhis concern in verse 35 of chapter 2, where he speaks of
ment to my reading of nonsacred texts. In all, the felicitous
the “sobbings” of the broken hearts of the Nephite
merging of these two important strands of my study and
women and children over their husbands’ and fathers’
my life has immeasurably increased my understanding
iniquities. Indeed, he says, “many hearts died, pierced with
and appreciation, not only of books, but of the very
deep wounds.”
essence of study and life.
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The Discovery1

Finding a river of running water in the ancient land of
Midian was not what Craig Thorsted and I had in mind
on that day in May 1995. In fact, he and I were searching
for one of the Arabian candidates for Mount Sinai when
our journey became one of unexpected discovery.
We had come to the oasis town of al-Bad> to explore
the Wells of Jethro, the priest of Midian. To obtain authorization to enter that area, we stopped at the mayor’s
office. The mayor sent one of his supervisors to show us
the sites and explain their history. The supervisor was
justly proud of the city’s history and appealed to the
Qur<an to relate the stories of Moses, Jethro, and the town
of al-Bad>. Complimenting me on my knowledge of the
Qur<an, he said that if we were really interested in Moses,
we should visit the Waters of Musa (Moses) near Maqna.
Maqna is a small, isolated village that lies 20 miles west of
al-Bad> on the Gulf of Aqaba.
The official in al-Bad> explained to us that, according to
local tradition, Maqna had been the first camp of Moses
after the Israelites had crossed the Red Sea at the mouth of
the Gulf of Aqaba. He said it was at the Waters of Moses that
the Prophet Moses had touched his staff to the rock and 12
springs gushed forth, one for each tribe (see Qur<an 7:160).
The official feared, however, that the springs might have
dried up because in recent years the government had
placed pumps on all the natural wells in Midian.
When we reached Maqna we stopped at a restaurant to
inquire about the springs. Americans must be a rare sight in
this remote village, for our truck was immediately surrounded by curious Arab children who shouted “Ameriki.”
The supervisor in al-Bad> had given us the name of a contact
man in Maqna who would show us the Waters. Everyone, it
seemed, knew the man. But he was away from the village.
Photography by George D. Potter and Richard Wellington

(Deuteronomy 8:15). Nephi’s mention of a river valley,
possibly with fruit trees, seed-bearing plants and grain,
seemed totally out of place (see 1 Nephi 2:6; 8:1). Yet, this
shoreline is the general area where the valley of Lemuel
should be found.
Eight miles north of Maqna, we came to our first surprise.
The southern end of the mountain range that here forms the
shoreline seemed to drop directly into the waters of the Gulf
of Aqaba. There was just enough room for the coast guard
dirt road to pass between the giant cliffs on the right and the
watery gulf on the left. We followed the narrow road for
another four miles, with waves occasionally breaking over
our path. Rounding the base of a cliff, we came upon a truly
spectacular sight. A magnificent narrow canyon just ahead of
us ended in a palm-lined cove. The brilliant blue shades of
the clear gulf waters and the sky framed the scene.
First Impressions
Shoreline of the Gulf of Aqaba as one approaches the mountains near
the well Bir Marshah that block further travel south. Note the valley in
the center of the photograph which leads eight miles upward to a
pass that connects to the upper valley.

We decided to inquire at the first “official” building we
could find. We came to a large complex that turned out to
be a Saudi coast guard station. From the gate we were led
to the captain’s salon for an interview. After a series of
questions, the captain granted us permission to visit the
Waters of Moses. We learned from him that the place was
12 miles to the north, along a restricted coast guard patrol
road. He gave us written permission and promised a military escort.
(It wasn’t until my fourth trip to the area, 3½ years later,
that I finally discovered that the Waters of Moses we had
heard about in al-Bad> were actually located at Maqna
itself. By a turn of events, the captain had directed us to
the wrong spot farther north along the coast. Some may
say that it was by pure luck that we came, not to the traditional Waters of Moses, but to another source that we
might easily never have seen. I see the experience as providential. By “mistake,” had we unintentionally stumbled
upon the river Laman and the valley of Lemuel?)
As we drove north from Maqna, the scenery was typical
of what I had seen along the shores of the Gulf of Aqaba
of the Red Sea—lifeless sand plains and barren rocky valleys. The landscape reminded me of Moses’ words: “that
great and terrible wilderness, wherein were fiery serpents,
and scorpions, and drought, where there was no water”
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We decided to walk up the spectacular wadi or canyon.
After 3¾ miles it opened into a beautiful oasis with several
wells and three large groves of date palm trees. However,
what caught my interest most was the stream that started
in the canyon near its upper end and ran down the wadi
virtually all the way to the sea. The small desert river
appeared to flow continually night and day, year after year.
At the time the Book of Mormon was first published,
the claim that a river ran in arid northwestern Arabia
could not be checked. Western explorers did not venture
into this remote area until well after 1830.2 Today it is a
different matter. Geologists have thoroughly explored
Arabia in search of oil and water. The Saudi Arabia Ministry
of Agriculture and Water, with the assistance of the U.S.
Geological Service (USGS), has spent the last 44 years surveying the kingdom’s water resources. Their studies have
involved seismic readings, surface and aerial surveys, and
satellite photo analysis. But the findings of the scientists
regarding the possibility of an above-ground river have
not been encouraging. Rather, they concluded that Saudi
Arabia “may be the world’s largest country without any
perennial rivers or streams.”3
Yet Lehi spoke of “a river of water” that “emptied into
the Red Sea” and was “continually running” (1 Nephi 2:6,
8–9). How could we reconcile Lehi’s description and the
geologists’ findings?
It might be thought that the climate was wetter in Lehi’s
time. But that notion runs against both what little we
know about the region from the Bible (e.g., Exodus 3:1)
and the known meteorological history of the Near East.4
Scientists say of Arabia: “The past 6000 years have been
marked by . . . arid conditions, similar to those of the pre-

for Lehi observed the mouth of the river emptying into the
sent.”5 Hugh Nibley also commented, “though some
sea (see 1 Nephi 2:8). So it was not strictly an interior valley;
observers think the area enjoyed a little more rainfall in
rather, it reached the seashore.
antiquity than it does today, all are agreed that the change
As with the stream, our first observations were that the
of climate has not been considerable since prehistoric
valley we had found met these conditions. The fact that
times—it was at best almost as bad then as it is now.”6
the stream and canyon fulfill the conditions reported by
What can we reasonably say about the river Laman from
Nephi for the “river of Laman” and the “valley of Lemuel”
the Book of Mormon? First, the river was quite surely not
convinced me that we may well have indeed discovered
a major stream. Otherwise a permanent settlement, and a
these Book of Mormon landmarks. Nothing my colleagues
name, would have accompanied it. Second, Lehi gave the
and I have learned subsequently has given us reason to
river a name, so it probably had no name that he was
change that view.
aware of (see 1 Nephi 2:8). It is hard to imagine that any
substantial flow of water in the Near East would go
Characteristics of the Valley
unnamed, implying that the stream did not amount to
The grandeur of the valley is difficult to describe in words
much and probably was a localized phenomenon. Third,
or even portray in photographs. It is a narrow gorge cut
the river Laman was in the wilderness (see 1 Nephi 2:6), a
through a massive granite mountain. It consists of three
place generally devoid of people. Fourth, the waters of the
sections: the upper valley (or the Waters of Moses), the
river Laman emptied into the sea (see 1 Nephi 2:9) in the
canyon of granite, and the lower canyon. The upper valley
area where Lehi had camped, which must have been at the
constitutes an oasis that lies at the south end of a twelvenorth end of the Red Sea, near the Gulf of Aqaba. Fifth,
mile long wadi—known locally as Wadi Tayyib al-Ism—
Nephi described the stream as “continually running”
that leads down from the north (see map). The upper valley
(1 Nephi 2:9). Finally, the river Laman ran through a geographical feature that Lehi called the valley of Lemuel (see
1 Nephi 2:6–10). Our initial visit confirmed that the
Sketch of the winding 3 ⁄ mile course of the canyon, Tayyib al-Ism (eaststream in the canyon met at least all of the physical criteria.
west). The exit on the Gulf of Aqaba lies southwest of the point at which
The Hebrew term for “river” enters into our evaluation
one enters the canyon from the upper valley.
Sketch courtesy Timothy Sedor.
of this stream because of Nephi’s account. There are several Hebrew words which Nephi could have
used (see 1 Nephi 2:6; etc.). Most of them refer
to any running stream.7 These terms for river
CANYON
could mean seasonal waterways that fill with
O
F
GRANITE
Start
water only after a storm, such as the “River of
water flow
Egypt” (Wadi El-<Arish). They could also refer
to large, continually flowing currents such as
the Euphrates River (see Genesis 15:18).8
UPPER VALLEY
Whichever word Nephi used that came into Eng“THE WATERS
lish as “river” could denote a large stream, a
OF MOSES”
small continuously flowing one, or a seasonal
flood. His choice of the phrases “river of water”
(Elevation 750 feet)
and “continually running,” however, seem to
point to a stream that flows more or less all the
time, at least throughout the period that they
Waterfall
camped nearby.
N
What were the characteristics of the valley
End water flow
through which the river Laman flowed? First,
Lehi described it as “firm, steadfast, and immovable” (1 Nephi 2:10), terms that hint at impressive
0
(FEET)
2000
geological features. Second, the valley was located
BEACH AND
within three-day’s walk or camel ride beyond the
Well
LOWER CANYON
northeast tip of the Red Sea (see 1 Nephi 2:5–6).
Finally, the valley of Lemuel reached the Red Sea,
3

4
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sits like a pleasant jewel, spread out over approximately one
square mile with several hundred palm trees and 12 wells
that local residents call the Waters of Moses.
The upper valley ends as the long, descending wadi
veers west and runs against the eastern granite cliffs of the
shoreline mountains. But rather than forming the usual
impassable barrier, the coastal mountains have been
breached by a narrow canyon. This deep fracture in the
granite mountain border provides a passage to the sea; I
call it the canyon of granite. Tim Sedor, a colleague in the
exploration effort, has surveyed the length of this section
of the Wadi Tayyib al-Ism to the Gulf of Aqaba; he concludes that it is approximately 3¾ miles.
Flash floods are a winter-time danger in this part of
Arabia. If the family of Lehi and Sariah had camped here
in the hot summer months, they could have stayed in the
shade of the canyon. During the rainy winter months,
however, campers would wisely move out of the canyon
up to the much wider oasis that the upper valley offers.
Climatically the shade provided by the steep walls of the
canyon of granite provides a pleasant environment year
round, even during the terrible heat of an Arabian summer.

GUL
F OF
AQA
BA

Aqaba

Bir Marshah

Tayyib al-Ism

al-Bad>

R E D
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Although the trip from Jerusalem was perhaps the least
difficult portion of the trek of Lehi’s group, party members still murmured. Laman and Lemuel thought they
would die (see 1 Nephi 2:11). Even in springtime, temperatures in Arabia reach over 100ºF. The murmuring of
the sons could well have been caused by exposure to the
stark sunlight and extreme temperatures. A survival
expert who advises the Saudi military has offered some
insights into the environmental difficulties that would
have faced Lehi and his family as they crossed this land.
Based on his experience, he advises downed pilots in the
desert first to find shelter from the heat, next to look for
water, and only then to seek food. Within hours, he
notes, the midday Arabian sun will kill a person who
cannot find shade. Maximum daily temperatures average
between 115ºF and 125ºF during the summer months in
this part of Arabia.
When considering the cruel climate, one can begin to
appreciate just how difficult the journey from Jerusalem
must have been, and seemed. This would have been especially difficult for city dwellers from Jerusalem, particularly if this was their first exposure to severe desert
conditions in summer. The canyon of granite would have
offered an ideal place in which to wait out the summer
months before continuing. At the same time it was off the
main route southward, in case Nephi’s part in the death of
Laban had become known to pursuers.
The final section of our valley of Lemuel is the lower
canyon and the beach. The granite canyon opens out into
a flat gravel floor just a few feet above sea level. This level
area at the mouth of the canyon is about ⅜ mile long. This
is the most impressive section of the canyon. Here the
height of the canyon walls rises approximately 2,000 feet
straight up from the canyon’s floor.
The lower canyon provides important clues which tend
to confirm that this could be the valley of Lemuel. First,
Lehi found that the stream in the valley “emptied into the
Red Sea,” that is, into the Gulf of Aqaba (1 Nephi 2:8). The
walls of our candidate for the valley of Lemuel end within
60 feet of the waters of the gulf.
Second, though the valley carries a stream to the sea,
when Lehi first came into his valley (necessarily from its
upper end, not from the coast) he apparently could not
see from his camp that the river emptied into the sea; at
least that is implied by 1 Nephi 2:6 and 9. Our candidate
for the valley is less than four miles long, yet its towering
walls permit seeing the Red Sea only during the last 375
yards as one descends to the coast. The beautiful palmladen beach cove that one finally encounters is a spectacular scene. (See inside back cover.)

It may be worth noting that when Lehi’s party was
preparing to leave their valley, Nephi wrote of the Lord’s
gifts to them, including provisions (see 1 Nephi 16:11). In
this spot such provisions might have included dried fish
from the sea, dates and berries, found primarily in the
upper valley, date pits (Arabs today make a coffee substitute from ground date pits), grain, and of course drinking
water from the river.9

These mountains, 44 miles south of Aqaba, force travelers eastward
and inland near the well called Bir Marshah.

Approaching and Camping by the Waters

One may ask how easily a person can reach the canyon
and stream when traveling from the northeast tip of the
Red Sea, the direction of Jerusalem, where modern Aqaba
sits. From Nephi’s description, we know that after his family reached the Red Sea they continued another three days
before making camp (see 1 Nephi 2:5–6). A reasonable
estimate would be that they traveled between 45 and 75
miles during those three days, averaging 15 to 25 miles per
day.10 The valley we are describing lies just over 70 miles
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Center: The pass that allows access from the seashore into the long
valley known as Wadi Tayyib al-Ism can be seen to the right of center
(looking north). Below: The upper reaches of the long valley as it runs
southward toward the canyon.
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(on the ground, not in a direct line) south of Aqaba,
clearly within the limits of our estimate on the basis of
Nephi’s record.
A traveler can come to the valley from the north by
either of two routes (see map on page 58). The most direct
takes a person south from Aqaba 44 miles along the coast.
Here one reaches a 6,000-foot mountain range that blocks
further coastwise travel. So it is necessary to turn eastward
near Bir Marshah and climb up through an eight-mile
long wadi, finally cresting a ridge at about 1,500 feet elevation. Both people and pack animals can easily follow this
route. From this point, keeping the coastal mountains to
the right (west), a person travels south 20 or so miles into
the long valley mentioned earlier, which leads down to our
upper valley and the head of the granite canyon. The distance from Aqaba to the canyon is almost exactly 74 miles.
Another route, well-traveled in ancient times, follows
the modern highway south from Aqaba. It runs up Wadi
Umm Jurfayn and then south between mountain ranges
to the town of al-Bad>. About midway through the long
mountain pass, one can turn west and south to reach the
long, deep valley and on to our upper valley. But this
route adds significant distance.
The river Laman might have had some name in Lehi’s
time, but it would have been known only to the local residents. Brown notes that “in a desert clime all arable land
and all water resources have claimants.”11 How might Lehi
have acquired the right to camp in a valley that was likely
controlled by a local tribe? There are several reasons why
this may not have been a serious problem for Lehi. First,
Lehi had evidently been a wealthy man and, though he
left his gold and silver in Jerusalem, his family probably
carried among their provisions some items that could be
exchanged for temporary camping privileges. Another
possible scenario is that Lehi’s group appeared small and
nonthreatening enough that the locals required no payment of them. The hosts may even have pointed out to
Lehi where he could find water and a campsite out of
their way in the side canyon whose lower reaches they did
not use themselves. (Nephi did not write that his family
“found” a river, but only that they pitched their tent next
to it; see 1 Nephi 2:6.) This latter possibility is enhanced
when we note that Lehi apparently brought no sheep or
goats with him into the wilderness. If that was so, the local
shepherds probably did not consider the Lehites as a threat
to their resources since they had no flocks. In other words,
Lehi may have been treated as a welcomed, noninvasive
tenant who, best of all, could pay, even if only nominally.
(In order to offer sacrifice, by the way, he would have
needed to buy a lamb or sheep from his hosts.)

A third possibility is that
there were no inhabitants in
this valley. That is true today.
Except for a stone box constructed in the earth by
Bedouins, evidently for
keeping valuables safe, and a
few scattered remains whose
date is not determined, there
is little sign that the valley
has seen long-term residents.
The soil appears unfavorable
for farming. Besides, the
narrowness of the river valley severely limits its use for
agriculture since the area of
land available to cultivate is
not enough to support a significant resident population.
If the area was empty of
people except for nomadic
Bedouins, then Lehi was in
no way beholden to locals.

Colleagues have visited in
July and August. We have
observed that the volume of
water in the river seems
rather constant throughout
the year (even though from
1995 to 1999 the volume
seems to have decreased
perhaps 50 percent due to
the continued effects of
pumping the water in the
upper valley). We have also
observed throughout the
year that vegetation flourishes in the canyon where
the river runs, and moss
and algae line the banks of
the stream.
The spring that feeds the
river comes from an underground reservoir system. Dr.
Wes Garner,13 our consulting
The walls of the canyon. Notice the truck on the canyon floor. The
walls continue upward to at least twice the height visible.
geologist, painted the following picture of the system:
The River Runs Continuously
When the occasional rains fall in the long wadi to the
The question we posed while standing in the canyon of
north, they are trapped in the sands. This watershed of
granite was: Does this desert river flow “continually” as
sand runs southward for 20 miles until its downward
1 Nephi 2:9 says? Does it flow night and day, 365 days a
course to the sea is blocked by the granite underpinnings
year?12 I could answer affirmatively only after our third
of the towering cliffs to the west. (Richard Wellington, my
excursion to the valley in November 1996. It had just
writing and exploring companion, has estimated the size
rained for six straight days before our arrival—a freak
of the watershed to be approximately 105 square miles).
storm, the heaviest in years. But this storm provided a
This subterranean rock runs deep beneath the surface,
reverse key of sorts.
forming a dam. The subsurface waters are thus trapped at
On our first and second visits we witnessed the river
the upper end of the canyon in an underground reservoir.
during and just after the winter rainy season. As a result,
The canyon and its stream run westward from the area of
we had expected the stream to be running. But in Novemthis underground reservoir for 3 ¾ miles, starting at an
ber 1996, after a seven-month dry spell, we were finally
elevation of 750 feet and ending at sea level in the Gulf of
able to ascertain that the stream does flow constantly. The
Aqaba. The floor of the canyon descends steadily. Within a
key came not from the flow at the moment we were there,
few hundred feet, a spring begins to flow as the canyon
which could have come from the recent rains, but from
floor drops to the level of the underground reservoir. The
the flora in and around the river. We had earlier discovwaters form the small river that runs above ground almost
ered the river’s source to be a spring some 600 feet down
the rest of the way. At the point where the river comes to a
the canyon of granite from the upper valley. On our prior
level grade in the canyon floor, it runs just underground,
two visits, the grass, weeds, and herbs surrounding the
leaving the soil moist. But soon the grade increases in its
springhead had been a lush green. On our third visit, they
descent, and the river reappears. It is last seen as it reaches
were still green even after seven months of no rain. This
a gravel bed in the lower part of the canyon about ⅜ mile
vegetation could not have survived those seven months
from the beach. From there, the water runs underground
unless the spring were feeding the river “continually.”
to the gulf where it feeds a well used by the coast guard
I have now visited the valley in the months of April,
post a short distance away. (If Lehi’s camp were upstream
May, November, December and, most recently, January.
a bit from the mouth, in the shade of the precipitous cliffs,
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The desert stream that runs “continually” toward the Red Sea.

as we suppose, the stream would still have appeared to him
to flow right into the gulf.)
It should be remembered that we were informed that
the government had placed gasoline pumps on all the
wells in the area. As a result, the supervisor whom we met
in al-Bad> indicated that the wells and springs in the
region were drying up. We found this to be the case with
the wells in the upper valley. Our geologist, Dr. Garner,
confirmed to us that a lowering of the water table due to
pumping could cause the river to dry up in the future.
There are at least two indications that a substantial river
has flowed in the canyon for a very long time. First, there
is evidence of significant erosion of rocks and the lower
canyon walls. Second, water-laid calcite deposits that are
found on the valley floor are at times 15 to 20 feet wide,
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much wider than the current stream bed. At places in the
canyon, one can find such deposits that have formed at
higher layers on the rocks. We have measured these
deposits 11 inches higher on the rocks than the level of the
stream today. These observations point to the flow of a
larger stream in the past, evidently long before the pumps
were installed.
As I noted, the river flows under a gravel bed for the last
⅜ mile as it approaches the Gulf of Aqaba. The reason the
river does not reach the Red Sea today is simple. The elevation of the floor of the canyon is not the same as it was
at the time of Lehi. According to geologist Garner, in
Lehi’s era this lowest part of the canyon was submerged by
the Red Sea. Where the river ends today was below the
surface of the Red Sea in ancient times. As the continental

plates have moved along the Great Rift Valley that forms
the Gulf of Aqaba, they have pushed the eastern plate
upward by one to five centimeters per year. During the
2,600 years since Lehi camped in the area, the canyon floor
has risen out of the Red Sea, perhaps as much as 200 to
400 feet. Thus, not so long ago, the flat lower part of the
canyon would have been below sea level. Therefore, if the
river flowed at the same rate in Lehi’s time as it does today,
it would have reached all the way to the waters of the Red
Sea. In the lower part of the canyon, the smooth stony floor
of the canyon and the eroded cavelike undercuttings of the
cliff seem to confirm that the lower part was once a sea
floor rather than a river bed. The ancient river, carrying a
significantly higher volume of water, would have run the
entire distance to the Red Sea.
Conclusion

I have drunk from the pure spring-fed waters of what I
believe is the river Laman. From the staggering heat of
120ºF plus, I have walked into the cool confines of a deep
canyon that I believe is the valley of Lemuel. On the shore
of the Gulf of Aqaba, my tent has been blown over by the
torrentlike winds that swirl each night along the shoreline.
I have stood in awe of the force required to split open a
pass through the four-mile wide granite mountain barrier
to form this canyon refuge, with towering walls that could
protect those camped in its shadows from the heat and
from the tempests and sand storms that blow into Arabia
from the Sinai Peninsula. I now seem to sense why Isaiah’s
words were so relevant to Nephi’s family: “And a man shall
be as an hiding place from the wind, and a covert from the
tempest; as rivers of water in a dry place, as the shadow of
a great rock in a weary land” (Isaiah 32:2). Here the handiwork of the Lord appears at every turn and reminds me of

I have escorted over a dozen people into the valley.
Several others have made their own way there based on
my directions. Are we witnesses of the river Laman and
the valley of Lemuel? In my view, the characteristics of
the site are compelling evidence that this is so. In the
four years since the discovery, I have surveyed the entire
Arabian shoreline of the Gulf of Aqaba and the valleys
that open onto it. With the exception of the springs at
Maqna, which are not in a valley, I have found only
rocky valleys almost entirely devoid of vegetation and
with no flowing water. Although I have not conducted a
thorough survey of the entire region, I have so far found
no other place within three-day’s walk of the tip of the
Gulf of Aqaba that is as inviting as these Waters of Moses.
UPPER VALLEY
“THE WATERS OF MOS ES”

CAN YON OF
GR AN ITE

X

a passage from the Qur<an: “Whithersoever ye turn, there
is the presence of God, . . . all that is in the heavens and on
earth; everything renders worship to Him” (Qur<an
2:115, 116).

Left: Cross-section of the canyon showing the drop of the stream from
the upper end (750 feet) to sea level. Courtesy George D. Potter.
Above: The erosion channel left by the stream when running high.

Water flow

B E AC H A ND
LO W E R C A NYO N
X Elevation 750 feet
Well
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NEW LIGHT

The So-Called Lehi Cave

n 1961 a road-building project by
the government of Israel uncovered an ancient burial complex at
Khirbet Beit Lei during construction
in the area which is ten miles westnorthwest of Hebron. Professor
Joseph Naveh, an archaeologist at
Hebrew University, excavated the site

I

One of the inscriptions in the cave.
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for the Israeli government’s Department of Antiquities.2 He found a cave
consisting of three chambers that
anciently had been cut into the chalky
limestone. The two inner rooms contained eight skeletons that lay on
“benches” of limestone that had been
left around the sides of the chambers.
The entrance had been blocked by
large stones. A ring, a bronze earring,
and a bronze plaque were the only
articles found with the skeletons.
Graffiti had been inscribed with a
crude stylus on the walls of the central
chamber. Three of these drawings
show sketchy human figures ranging in
height from 13 to 16 inches. In one, a
man is shown holding what the archaeologist thought might be a musical
instrument, a lyre. In a second, a man
raises his arms, possibly in a prayer gesture. In a third spot, a deeply engraved
figure of a man wears a strange headdress. The outlines of two sailing vessels
were on another wall.
Various Hebrew letters were also
scratched on the walls. Naveh’s attempt
to read these was not very successful,
but Professor Frank Moore Cross later
analyzed them in more acceptable
terms. One inscription is considered a
plea for the deliverance of Jerusalem
from some invader. Another constitutes
a plea to be spared from guilt or punishment. The third takes the form of a
prophetic oracle in which Yahweh
[Jehovah] speaks in the first person and
in poetic form. The statement has God
affirming his acceptance and assurance
of the redemption of Jerusalem and
Judah in phrasing reminiscent of Jeremiah. Details of how the written char-

“Lehi’s Cave”
Hebron

acters are shaped indicate that probably
all the writings in this chamber date
from the sixth century ..
Cross thought the tomb was likely
constructed in pre-exilic times (before
600 ..). Later the tomb complex was
opened, and perhaps robbed, by the
people who made the inscriptions.
Those probably were “chance visitors,
or . . . refugees or travelers who took
shelter in the cave.” Cross considered
it likely that the inscriptions were
made by some refugee fleeing the
Babylonian army of Nebuchadnezzar
who conquered Judah and destroyed
King Zedekiah’s Jerusalem in 586 ..
(see 2 Kings 25:1–4; from the biblical

DEAD

Editor’s Note: For nearly three decades
Latter-day Saint audiences, especially
travelers in Israel, have been told by
some lecturers and tour guides about
“Lehi’s Cave” at a place called Khirbet
Beit Lei about 20 miles southwest of
Jerusalem. Some church members have
claimed that evidence found there shows
that it is the spot where the sons of Lehi
stopped when they fled from Jerusalem
and from the servants of Laban, according to 1 Nephi 3:26–27. In 1982 Dr.
LaMar C. Berrett, author of a widely
circulated book, Discovering the World
of the Bible, published an evaluation of
these claims through FARMS.1 Yet many
Latter-day Saints are not acquainted
with his critique. This short article
summarizes what he found out about
the Khirbet Beit Lei and the claim that
Nephi and his brothers stopped there.

M E D ITE R R A N E A N
S E A

LaMar C. Berrett

Outlines of two ships scratched on the walls of
the cave.

city of Lachish, only a few miles to the
west and in the same time frame,
come the famous “Lachish Letters,”
messages written on pieces of broken
pottery that tell about the tense military situation as the Babylonians
approached the area). Manuscripts
and papyrus documents have been
found that were left in other caves in
the land of Judah by men at this same
historical moment. (Cross chose to
“suppress the temptation” he felt to
suggest that the inscriptions at the
burial chamber at Khirbet Beit Lei may
have been the work of “a prophet or his
amanuensis [scribe] fleeing Jerusalem,”
apparently hinting at Jeremiah and his
helper Baruch.)3
Mormon interest in this burial
chamber has focused on six points:
1. The name, Khirbet Beit Lei, which
means ruins of the house of Lei.
Adherents of the view that Nephi
visited here have supposed that
the name Lei is a variant of Lehi.
Two aged Arab residents of the
vicinity claimed that an ancient
prophet named “Lei” judged his
people in that locality.
2. The presence of a “cave” near
Jerusalem that could be the one to
which Nephi and his brothers
resorted according to 1 Nephi 3:27.
3. The date of the inscriptions has
been judged to fall early in the
century that followed 600 B.C.,

which is about when Lehi and his
family left Jerusalem.
4. The plea in one inscription for
the deliverance and redemption
of Jerusalem.
5. Inscribed prophetic statements in
the first person, supposedly meaning that a prophet (Nephi?) was
present.
6. Sketches of ships on the chamber
walls; Nephi’s party later built a
vessel and crossed the ocean.
While these points may look impressive initially, examination of each of
them establishes that they do not
provide convincing evidence for any
connection with Nephi or his brothers.
Point 1. Indeed there was a district
named “Lehi” (see Judges 15:9, 14, 19)
in the hill country of Judah near Philistine territory, and this may have been
in the neighborhood where Khirbet
Beit Lei is located. When Samson
killed a thousand Philistines with the
jawbone (Hebrew l˙i) of an ass (see
Judges 15:17), he named an area there
“Ramath-lehi,” meaning “the heights
of lehi,” or “lifting up of the jawbone”
or “casting away of the jawbone.” A
nineteenth-century book mentions a
village named “beit leyi” in this general
area,4 although it is hard to imagine
that the term leyi is derived from the

district that Samson named. After all,
we do not definitely know where that
was located; moreover, that name was
bestowed over three thousand years
ago, and there is no documentation
during the intervening centuries of the
name in this vicinity or anywhere else
in the land of Israel. During those millennia the Jews were twice driven out
of the land, and the language spoken
changed at least twice—from Hebrew
to Aramaic at the time of Jesus and
much later to Arabic. Besides, the recent Arab inhabitants of Khirbet Beit
Lei have no cultural continuity with
the Jews of the prophet Lehi’s day.
Thus the name Lei and the language
and culture of the inhabitants of the
area have only the slimmest prospect
of relating historically to anything connected with Lehi or Nephi. Moreover,
Lehi wanted to get away from people at
Jerusalem who had sought his life.
Evidently, he did not want his departure to be publicly known lest his
enemies pursue him, and nobody
claims that he was personally at this
cave. So how would his name have
become associated with the site?
Point 2. Nothing in Nephi’s record
suggests that the “cavity in a rock”
to which the sons of Lehi fled (see
1 Nephi 3:26–27) was anything but a

View of the area around the site.
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natural cave. The language Nephi uses
does not fit a burial chamber hewed
from soft limestone and shut up with
skeletons inside, the case at Khirbet Beit
Lei. Furthermore, the location of this
tomb complex does not fit with Nephi’s
account. It lies well to the southwest of
Jerusalem. That would have been a
strange direction for Nephi’s flight.
This area was quite heavily populated,
thus hardly the “wilderness” where their
“cavity in a rock” was found. It made
much more sense for them to head
straight south from the capital city,
back over the route (which has plenty
of caves nearby) along which they had
come from their father’s camp near the
Red Sea. Besides, if Nephi and his companions had actually entered this tomb,
and Laman and Lemuel had beaten
their younger brothers in this place, it
would be strange for archaeologists in
1961 to find the eight skeletons in an
undisturbed condition in the tomb; we
would expect them to be somewhat
pushed aside at the very least.
Point 3. The timing is far from decisive. Surely other refugees besides
Nephi and his brothers were moving
about in the land of Judah at this
same period of Babylonian disruption
and could have stopped at this spot
for temporary shelter. Anyhow, Naveh
felt that the tomb might have been
used at various times and that the
inscriptions could have been put there
well after Nephi’s day. Berrett documents in his paper that a number of
features in the inscriptions (e.g., the
lyre and outstretched arms and
hands) were quite common in cave
art in the land of Judah in the centuries after the Babylonian invasion.
Point 4. At the time of the Babylonian invasion (588–586 B.C.), it would
be natural for many Jews to plead with
Jehovah for deliverance of their sacred
city. But Nephi would not have been
one who would do so, for he was convinced that his father had been shown
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by revelation that wicked Jerusalem was
justly doomed (see 1 Nephi 1:13). His
brothers would not have written any
such plea either, because they did not
expect that the city would or even could
be destroyed (see 1 Nephi 2:13; 7:7).
Point 5. Given the circumstances facing Nephi at the time he and his three
brothers were in their cave refuge—the
brothers beating and intimidating
him (see 1 Nephi 3:28–29)—he would
hardly have made things worse by
asserting his standing as a prophet by
writing a sacred message on the wall.
Point 6. There is no hint in Nephi’s
record that at the time of the cave incident he or any in his family conceived
that they would build a ship and cross
the ocean. Only years later did the Lord
reveal that information to them. In any
case the conventional kind of sailing
ship pictured in the inscriptions on the
walls of the burial tomb at Khirbet Beit
Lei seems not to have been the style of
vessel that Nephi ended up building,
for, he said, “neither did I build the
ship after the manner of men . . . but . . .
after the manner which the Lord had
shown unto me” (1 Nephi 18:2).
Naveh felt that the ship shown in
the tomb could be a symbol associated
with death, a motif well known in
Egyptian and other Near Eastern ritual,
rather than a representation of a literal
ship. Or perhaps the ships scratched on
the wall here merely recalled sailing
ships such as inhabitants of this area
had seen only 20 miles away on the
Mediterranean coast.
We would like more information
about this site. But when what we do
know is compared with what Nephi’s
record tells us about the cave where
they stopped, it is most unlikely, Berrett
concludes, that the Khirbet Beit Lei site
has any connection with the Book of
Mormon. The limited coincidences
that can be found between the site and
Nephi’s account do not justify the
tourist myth of “Lehi’s cave.”


NEW LIGHT

“The Place That Was
Called Nahom”:
New Light from
Ancient Yemen
S. Kent Brown

recently discovered carved
altar from the southwest Arabian peninsula provides dramatic new evidence for locating “the
place that was called Nahom,” referred
to by Nephi in his narrative.
Nahom was the location where
Nephi’s father-in-law, Ishmael, was
buried (see 1 Nephi 16:34). The quest to
pin down where that place might actually be in the vast desert wilderness of
Arabia has raised issues for readers of
the Nephite record that remain unsettled. Some LDS scholars have sought for
years to identify where Nahom was
located in order to understand the
social and geographical circumstances
of Lehi’s trek through arid Arabia and
grasp more fully what happened to the
Lehite party as they sojourned there.

A

Inscribed altar dedicated by a man named
Bi>athar of the tribe of Nihm in the seventh or
sixth century B.C. Photo courtesy Philippe
Maillard.
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Jebel (Mount) Nihm lies about 30 miles north of San>a, the modern capital of Yemen.

Hugh Nibley and others since him1
have observed that the passive phrasing, “the place that was called Nahom”
(emphasis added), connotes that the
name had already been conferred on
that area by local inhabitants before
Lehi’s clan arrived. Unlike the case of
“the Valley of Lemuel,” father Lehi did
not coin his own name for this spot.
Other people were already there and
the little party had to cope with their
presence. It has even been argued that
the family faced serious economic and
social dependency upon local inhabitants during and after their stay at
Nahom. The first children of the
recently married couples probably
were born in this area (see 1 Nephi
16:7; 17:1),2 and it may have been the
birthplace of Jacob, Nephi’s brother.
Moreover, the party apparently stayed
there for some time.
When the travelers resumed the
journey from Nahom, their route
turned “nearly eastward” (1 Nephi
17:1). That course took them to the
shore of the sea—“Irreantum” they
called it—that bounded the land they
named Bountiful. Why did they pause

at Nahom? Other travelers covered
the entire distance of that trip from
Jerusalem to the coast of the Indian
Ocean in a matter of months, rather
than in eight years (see 1 Nephi 17:4).
Was this place a kind of “Winter Quarters”—a respite that allowed them to
recover from the shock of the first long
leg of their journey while they prepared for the last, grimmest portion?
One of the challenges facing LDS
researchers has been determining
where such a place might have been
located. They have sought evidence in
ancient sources of information that
there was a spot, and a population,
that was called Nahom. The first confirmation came twenty years ago,
when the late Ross T. Christensen, an
archaeology professor at BYU, discovered a place named “Nehhm” on an
eighteenth-century map drawn by the
famous German explorer Carsten
Niebuhr. Presumably, the name
Nahom was spelled with the same three
consonants, N-H-M, assuring those
knowledgeable in Semitic languages
that “Nahom” could well be related to
“Nehhm.”3 In Hebrew, the combina-

tion of these three consonants points
to a root word that can mean “comfort” or “compassion.” (The meanings
are different in the Old South Arabian
language.4) The reason Nephi mentioned this name while remaining
silent about any other place names
encountered on their trip (with the
possible exception of Shazer) was
likely because he considered that the
existing name of the spot, “comfort”
in his language, was evidence of the
hand of the Lord over them, although
Ishmael’s own family (including
Nephi’s wife) seems not to have been
at all positive (see 1 Nephi 16:35).
Warren and Michaela Aston have
been the most persistent in following
the lead offered by Christensen. In their
book, they have drawn together references to a number of Arabic sources
that predate the work of Niebuhr by
several centuries. These Arab authors,
Ibn al-Kalbi and al-Hamdåni, refer
variously to a pagan god known as
Nuhum (Ibn al-Kalbi), a tribal ancestor
named Nuham (Ibn al-Kalbi), and a
region and a tribe called Nihm
(al-Hamdåni), all in southwest Arabia.
Even so, these references come from
the pens of individuals who lived in the
ninth and tenth centuries .., 1,400
or more years after Lehi’s party passed
through the area. In reaching their conclusions, the Astons assumed that there
was a continuity of such terms in that
region for 1½ millennia because others
had assumed it. After all, there is still a
Jebel (Mount) Nihm. Photograph courtesy
David J. Johnson.
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tribe and an area called Nihm to this
day. Of course, the assumption was
open to challenge, particularly
because the earlier Greco-Roman
authors who wrote about Arabia did
not mention anything about a region
or a tribe by the name of Nihm or
Nehem. But that has now changed.
A German archaeological team
under the leadership of Burkhard
Vogt has been excavating the Bar<ån
temple in Marib, the ancient capital
of the Sabaean kingdom that lies
about 70 miles due east of modern
San>a, the capital of Yemen. (It is
likely that the queen of Sheba began
her journey to visit King Solomon
from Marib.) Among the artifacts
uncovered at the temple, the excavators turned up an inscribed altar that
they date to the seventh or sixth centuries B.C., generally the time of Lehi
and his family. A certain “Bi>athar,
son of Sawåd, son of Naw>ån, the
Nihmite” donated the altar to the
temple. The altar has been part of a
traveling exhibit of artifacts from
ancient Yemen that appeared first in
Paris and has most recently been
shown in Vienna.
The inscribed reference to the tribe
of Nihm on this altar is the earliest
known mention of this name, or a
variant of it. It predates by almost
1,500 years the Arabic sources cited by
the Astons which refer to such a term.
Moreover, the inscription establishes
that a tribe by this name had produced
a person of means who could donate
a finely carved altar to the temple.
Although we cannot determine that at
that time there was a place called Nihm
or Nehem, it is reasonable to surmise
that the tribe gave its name to the
region where it dwelt, evidently a few
dozen miles north of modern San>a,
in the highlands that rise to the north
of Wadi Jawf. Was it this name that
Nephi rendered Nahom in his record?
Very probably.
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NEW LIGHT

“Anthon Transcript” Writing Found?

ne of the rarely recognized
tragedies of Book of Mormon
studies is the failure of substantial earlier research to receive sufficient recognition to make it part of
continuing investigation. A good example is a paper first published almost
three decades ago by Carl Hugh Jones.1
In it he examined the “Caractors” that
Joseph Smith had transcribed from the
plates so that Martin Harris could show
them to Professor Charles Anthon in
New York City. Issues that Jones raised
remain today a challenge not yet taken
up by scholars. Following Jones’s lead
should shed light on the plates and the
text from which the Book of Mormon
was translated.
Several copies of the Anthon transcript exist and have been published
in various places. What appears to be
the oldest version is in the possession
of the Reorganized Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints at Independence, Missouri. RLDS historians
have reported that this copy of the
characters is written on a piece of
paper measuring 8 by 3¼ inches. The
paper appears to be of the same quality and appearance as that on which
the manuscript of the Book of Mormon was written. The sheet was in
David Whitmer’s possession in 1884,
he having obtained it along with the
printer’s manuscript of the Book of
Mormon from his brother-in-law,
Oliver Cowdery, before the latter’s
death in 1850.
A photograph of the characters was
published in a 1908 history of the

O

Reorganized LDS Church.2 Twentytwo years later LDS historian B. H.
Roberts published a new photograph
of the same document in his Comprehensive History of the Church.3 Whitmer claimed that this sheet was the
very one copied by Joseph Smith Jr. to
carry to Professor Anthon (however,
there is reason to believe that more
than one sheet was copied and conveyed by Harris).4 There is little question that this transcript was at least
part of the material presented to
Anthon to display characters copied
from the gold plates.
Jones first assigned a code (reference) number to each discrete character. He identified 56 of them that occur
a single time and 39 more that appear
more than once. Since Jones’s study
was the first to provide such an apparatus for reference to these characters,
further studies should refer to the characters using his numbering system.
He made comparisons among the
Anthon transcript characters as a step
toward the discovery of possible
The inscribed cylinder seal from Tlatilco and
rollout impression.

words or phrases. For example, one
pair of consecutive signs appears in
three different places in the seven
lines of the Anthon transcript, two
groups of three characters each
appear twice, and a certain sequence
of five characters appears twice. Jones
thought that recognizing such repetitions might contribute to deciphering
the script, although he never
attempted any decipherment, considering himself linguistically unprepared to do so. Jones also felt that
there was evidence for a simple singlestroke alphabet consisting of 20 to 32
letters depending on how finely one
defined a stroke.
He also referred to similar characters that are displayed in a book of
family reminiscences of the life of
Frederick G. Williams, a Presiding
Bishop in the early LDS Church.5 A
small feature in the book that came
from Williams’s papers showed a few
more signs said to have been copied
from the gold plates. When those are
added to the 224 on the Anthon transcript, a significant sample of
“reformed Egyptian” characters, as
Moroni called them in Mormon 9:32,
is available for students of languages
to work with in trying to find internal
consistencies or make external comparisons. Jones suggested that comparison of some of the characters
with the demotic form of Egyptian
writing was one approach that
seemed promising; others have hinted
at the same thing.6
Jones went on to identify Anthon
transcript characters on two Mexican
seals made of baked clay. One of those
objects was first reported in 1966 when
Dr. David H. Kelley discussed it in
print. This inscribed “cylinder seal” had
been found accidentally by workmen
excavating soil for use as fill dirt at the
famed archaeological site of Tlatilco
near the western edge of the Valley of
Mexico. Kelley, a renowned linguist and

Facsimile of the Anthon transcript on a copy of the first printing of the Book of Mormon. Courtesy
of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

archaeologist, considered that the characters represented a “hitherto unknown
writing system.”7 Archaeologist John A.
Graham of the University of California
later commented on this script: “The
markings of this seal closely resemble
various oriental scripts ranging from
Burma and China to the rim of the
Mediterranean. If the signs of this seal
should be writing, and the seal should
be accepted as authentic, we would
almost surely be dealing with an
instance of transpacific contact during
the Preclassic” age (i.e., the period in
Mesoamerica preceding A.D. 300).8
Based on the many artifacts excavated
at Tlatilco, a probable date for this seal
can be inferred of not later than 400 ..
Jones also compared the Anthon
transcript signs to some found on
another clay seal excavated at the
famous Olmec site of La Venta,
Tabasco.9 The characters on the La
Venta artifact are much simpler than
those on the one from Tlatilco, hence
the comparisons are less interesting.
Nevertheless Jones determined that he
could see parallels between all the La
Venta signs and those on the Anthon
transcript.
He concluded that most of the
Anthon transcript marks can be seen
on these two artifacts. Moreover some
of the characters on the Tlatilco seal

were grouped somewhat like those on
the Anthon document. Jones felt that
he had discovered through his comparisons support for the thesis that at least
the Tlatilco seal offered a firm archaeological example of the type of script
represented by the Anthon transcript.
Unknown to Jones at the time,
other archaeological evidence had
been uncovered in central Mexico for
a system of writing that might be similar to that from Tlatilco and thus to
the Anthon transcript. Physical specimens of this evidence are not available to us now. The reason deserves
an explanation.
William Niven, a Scottish mineralogist, worked at a number of archaeological sites in the Valley of Mexico
between 1921 and 1932. Aside from a
scattering of second-hand references
in popular media of the time, the
rudiments of his story are only found
in an article about the man by E. C.
Baity and N. K. Owen in a Mexican
conference volume in 1989.10 With
assistance from Niven’s descendants
who were still living in Mexico a
decade ago, the authors relate that in
the course of his digging, Niven excavated some 2,600 inscribed slabs. He
reburied these after making drawings
of them. Family members still have
some of the drawings. Among schol-
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ars who collaborated with Niven was
the famous Maya archaeologist Sylvanus G. Morley, who said that the
inscribed characters were totally unfamiliar to him. Some of the artifacts
Niven dug up went to such prominent
museums as the Peabody at Harvard,
the American Museum of Natural
History in New York, and the British
Museum. Moreover, among the thousands of clay figurines he excavated
were some he considered to show
“strongly Phoenician” or “Semitic”
features. It remains to be seen
whether any of Niven’s materials can
now be retrieved for study. J. Walter
Fewkes of the Smithsonian Institution
was impressed enough to propose
sending a staff of archaeologists to
report on the inscribed slabs, but evidently nothing came of it.
Baity and Owen urged that responsible scholars try to examine those
items of Niven’s material that can still
be located with the help of his family
in order to subject them to modern
analyses. Inasmuch as most of his
excavation sites were only a few miles
from Tlatilco, it could well be that
Niven found further examples of the
writing that Kelley reported some 40
years later.
The results of Jones’s investigation
involving the Anthon transcript characters, plus the finds made by Niven
in the field, are potentially important.
Some enthusiasts who are interested
in the subject of ancient writing and
the Anthon transcript could now perform a valuable service by attempting
to gather available information before
the trail again grows cold. If larger
samples of these characters could be
obtained, cryptographic methods
might make progress on the task that
Jones began.
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NEW LIGHT

Further Evidence of a Semitic Alma
Terrence L. Szink

ast issue’s “What’s in a name?”
included a photograph of one
of the Bar Kokhba letters in
which the name <lm< (or <lmh as it is
also spelled) appears. Paul Hoskisson
explained that this means that the
Book of Mormon name Alma is in
fact a good Hebrew name and not
necessarily from a Latin source, as
many critics of the Book of Mormon
have maintained. Yet some may argue
that since the Bar Kokhba materials
are late (dating to around A.D. 130),
they cannot be used to elucidate
Nephite culture which was separated
from Israel with Lehi’s departure from
Jerusalem in 600 B.C. However, to the
evidence from the Bar Kokhba letters
we may now add additional occurrences of the proper name Alma from
another ancient Semitic source. This
time, the texts precede Lehi’s departure from Jerusalem.
In 1975 Paolo Mathiae, an Italian
archaeologist, uncovered a huge archive
of clay tablets at a site in northwestern
Syria called Tell Mardikh. The tablets
were written in cuneiform, a writing
system that predates the alphabet. The
archive is mostly administrative in
nature and deals with the palace economy of a large city-state that has been
identified as the ancient city of Ebla.
Ebla flourished in the second half of
the third millennium B.C. and had
economic and cultural ties with
Mesopotamia and Palestine.
The language recorded on the
tablets is Semitic. It has many grammatical features that link it to the
Semitic language Akkadian, forms of
which were used throughout
Mesopotamia. It also has a fair
amount of vocabulary from Western

L

Semitic, a branch of the Semitic language family tree which also includes
Ugaritic, Phoenician, Hebrew, and
Aramaic.
Among the texts of Ebla are six separate documents that contain the personal name al6-ma written eight times
(on two of the tablets the name
occurs twice). Originally there was
some uncertainty about the reading of
the cuneiform sign al6, but this has
been resolved and al6 is now an
accepted reading at Ebla. It is not certain whether the transactions
recorded at Ebla refer to just one person named Alma, or to several. In one
document Alma is identified as a merchant from Mari, a city situated on
the river Euphrates. Most likely the
name al6-ma at Ebla is used to identify a male, there being few female
merchants at Ebla.
No etymological explanation of
al6-ma has yet been attempted; however in the transcriptions of the texts
in which it occurs, the name is
written in italics, indicating that the
editors of the texts understand the
name to be Semitic.
The occurrences of <lm< and <lmh in
the Bar Kokhba letters, which chronologically follow Lehi’s departure, and
al6-ma at Ebla, which chronologically
precede it, work together to provide
fairly strong evidence that the personal name Alma could have been
part of the cultural baggage that Lehi
and his family took with them from
Israel to the New World. Certainly the
critics’ claim that Joseph Smith borrowed Alma from a Latin-based
source is no longer the only possible
explanation.


BOOK OF MORMON ANSWERS

Authority to sacrifice among the Nephites?
Did the Nephites sacrifice first-born animals contrary to
the law of Moses?

Editor’s Note: Each issue of the Journal
addresses one or more questions that
readers of the Book of Mormon have
raised regarding the book. A number of
FARMS researchers have collaborated
to prepare answers to these questions
based on sound scholarly research. This
department depends upon the file they
have produced.
uestion: The Nephites offered
sacrifice and burnt offerings
according to the law of Moses (see
Mosiah 2:3). But the Nephites were
from the tribe of Manasseh (see Alma
10:3) and, according to the law of
Moses, only the tribe of Levi, and particularly the sons of Aaron therein,
could perform the sacrificial ordinances at the altar (see Exodus 28–31;
Numbers 3:7; Nehemiah 7:63, 65;
Hebrews 7:12–14).
nswer: The Old Testament
reports instances of non-Levite
men who offered acceptable sacrifices. For example, the first sacrifice
offered for the Israelites after they
left Egypt was performed not by a
Levite, but by Jethro, the father-inlaw of Moses, who was not even an
Israelite (see Exodus 18:12). Gideon,
an early judge in Israel, like Lehi was
from the tribe of Manasseh. Yet
when he was commanded of God to
build an altar, Gideon made a burnt
offering to the Lord upon it without

Q
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being condemned in any way for his
act (see Judges 6:24–26). Elkanah,
the father of the prophet Samuel,
was from the tribe of Ephraim and
his sacrifices too were accepted by
the Lord (see 1 Samuel 1:1–3).
Samuel continued his father’s way,
“and the Lord heard him” (1 Samuel
7:9; cf. 10:8).
It may also be supposed that since
the Nephites were not descendants of
Aaron, and there were no Aaronic
priests to officiate for them, the Lord
would provide an alternative arrangement. That was true of the situation
in Genesis 4:4, where we read of
Abel’s sacrifice. Abel lived long before
Aaron and of course could not deliver
his sacrificial animals to priests of the
Aaronic line, so he brought “of his
flock and of the fat thereof ” which he
himself sacrificed to the Lord. The
Nephites could have been justified in
their offerings as much as were the
pre-Aaronic patriarchs like Abel.
Many scholars are agreed that sacrifices by non-Levites were common in
ancient Israel before the exile. They
believe that the notion that only descendants of Aaron could offer sacrifices
arose after the Babylonian captivity.
uestion: Mosiah 2:3 says that
the Nephites followed the law of
Moses in offering firstlings of their
flocks as burnt offerings, yet firstlings

Q

were never used for burnt offerings or
sacrifices under the Mosaic Law.
nswer: It is true that firstlings
(the first lambs or calves born to
their mothers) were not used for the
normal burnt offering. However it is a
mistake to think that they were not
sacrificed at all. Under Mosaic law as
given in Exodus 13:12 and 15 the
firstborn of flocks and herds were
dedicated to the Lord and were to be
given to the Levites for their use.
Other Israelites were forbidden to use
them for work or economic gain (see
Deuteronomy 15:19–20). On
appointed occasions, the people were
to take those firstlings to the temple
where they would be slain as sacrifices. Deuteronomy 12:5–6 commanded that to the designated
sacrificial altar “ye shall bring your
burnt offerings, and your sacrifices,
and your tithes . . . and the firstlings of
your herds and of your flocks.” Their
blood was to be sprinkled on the altar
and their fat burned (see Deuteronomy 18:17–18). What was left of the
meat then was given to the individual
making the offering for him and his
family to eat in a specified place (see
Deuteronomy 15:19–20). Thus we see
that the statement in the book of
Mosiah that firstling animals were
brought to the temple in Zarahemla
and sacrificed is not contrary to the
commandments given to Moses. 
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A R E A D E R’ S L I B R A RY

Efficacious Scholarship
James P. Bell

hough my qualifications to
contribute to this column are
scant, I suppose I qualify as a
“general reader” with a fairly goodsized library dealing with Book of
Mormon studies. But scholar I am
not; rather, I am an end user, whose
primary interest in gospel scholarship
is finding insights that will help me do
what the scriptures are intended to
help me do, which, I believe, is to live
a Christlike life. Some scholarship
does little to move me toward that
end, but much does—and the four
books I’ve chosen to discuss fall, on
the whole, into this latter category.
(Doing them justice is another matter: Their combined 2,000 pages
means I can devote all of about half a
word to each page.)
My first two favorites do not deal
directly with the Book of Mormon,
but rather with the man who brought
it forth—Joseph Smith. Both books
shed light on how he gave us the Book
of Mormon, but also—and of interest
to me, at least—provide insight into
the life of the prophet that puts the
translation, publication, and distribution of the Book of Mormon in their
broader context. And that context, in
my view, makes the book Joseph
brought forth all the more remarkable.
The first is Joseph Smith: The
Prophet, the Man, ed. Susan Easton
Black and Charles D. Tate Jr. (Provo,
Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center,
1993). As so many volumes on gospel
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scholarship do, this book grew out of
a symposium held at BYU in 1992
that focused exclusively on Joseph
Smith (as well as addresses given at
the 1991 dedication of the Joseph
Smith Memorial Building on the BYU
campus). Contributors include Presidents Gordon B. Hinckley, Boyd K.
Packer, and Rex E. Lee—each of
whom provides personal reflections
on the prophet—as well as a number
of other scholars who deal with topics
ranging from Joseph Smith as athlete,
translator, and friend, to the prophet’s
concept of the City of Zion. (A second
reason for suggesting this book is that
it likely will lead you to the many
other books and monographs that
have been published over the years by
the Religious Studies Center.)
The second book on Joseph Smith
is one that I’ve read around in since
my youth but that has recently been
reissued in a vastly improved format.
The Revised and Enhanced History of
Joseph Smith by His Mother, ed. Scot
Facer Proctor and Maurine Jensen
Proctor (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft,
1996) provides a fascinating insight
into the growth and development of
Joseph Smith, as well as a mother’s
view of Joseph’s preparation to
become a prophet, courtship and
marriage, bringing forth the Book of
Mormon, travails with the early
Saints, and martyrdom alongside his
beloved brother Hyrum. Lucy Mack
Smith’s narrative (which the Proctors
have “restored” to its original state) is

informal enough that it can be
enjoyed by readers of all ages and levels of gospel and historical understanding but meaty enough (and
supplemented by thoughtful notes
and references) to satisfy—and
inspire—the serious student of Joseph
Smith and the Book of Mormon.
My third and fourth choices deal
directly with the Book of Mormon,
and both are recent publications of
FARMS. The first book, King Benjamin’s Speech: “That Ye May Learn
Wisdom,” ed. John W. Welch and
Stephen D. Ricks (Provo, Utah:
FARMS, 1998), provides some 600
pages of insight into the best-known
sermon in the Book of Mormon. The
book’s introduction reminds us that
“Mormon abridged many Nephite
records, but not King Benjamin’s
speech” (an obvious point that had
been lost on me) and that the speech
“still stands as a shining beacon of
truth and goodness in our day” (a
point that had not eluded me,
although I am too often guilty of
reading the speech in parts rather
than as a whole).
The book could be viewed as worth
having for the essay by Elder Neal A.
Maxwell alone. He sets an example for
all scholars as he engages in careful
analysis that speaks to both the mind
and the soul (and encourages both to
move to higher plains of understanding and activity). But there is much
more in this volume that will keep
ambitious scriptorians busy for years

to come, including 11 other essays by
leading scholars and an appendix
that includes the complete text of the
king’s address with notes and comments. (This feature will ensure that
careful readers of King Benjamin’s
sermon will never want for one more
insight.)
Finally, I would recommend a book
that reminds me how limited my
understanding of the Book of Mormon really is each time I even look at
the cover (let alone dip into its
pages)—Isaiah in the Book of Mormon, ed. Donald W. Parry and John
W. Welch (Provo, Utah: FARMS,
1998). Beginning with my first exposure to Isaiah in the Book of Mormon
as a freshman at BYU, I have long
taken the road of least resistance
when I come upon the many chapters
of Isaiah that have found their way
into the Nephite record. This book,
though, is changing that, as Andrew
C. Skinner illuminates the reasons
why Nephi inserted Isaiah 48 and 49
into 1 Nephi, as Elder Jeffrey R. Holland shares his apostolic insights on
Isaiah’s prophecies concerning
Christ’s ministry, and as Dana M. Pike
examines the “How beautiful upon
the mountains” imagery found in Isaiah 52:7–10 (which was one of a
handful of passages in Isaiah that I felt
I understood but that I now see in a
whole new light).
As one who likely will spend the
remainder of his days on the receiving
end of the voluminous scholarship
that is being produced—and published, which is a rather recent occurrence that we ought not take for
granted—I must acknowledge my
gratitude for those who are providing
me with insights that add to my meager attempts to teach, that enliven
conversations I have with family and
friends, and that, above all else, help
the scriptures work upon me all the
more efficaciously.


OUT OF THE DUST

A Jaredite Barge in Lake Michigan?

flurry of press dispatches and
Internet messages earlier this
year reported that an “enigmatic” object had been found in the
waters at the mouth of the Chicago
River near its entry into Lake Michigan.
Described in terms like “a huge wooden
cylinder” and “something like a submarine,” it is still not clear exactly what has
been found, but the notice taken by the
press may have raised questions in the
mind of some JBMS readers.
At least one inquiry to FARMS concerns whether this might be one of
the Jaredite “barges” mentioned in
Ether 2:15–25. Not enough clear
information has been published yet to
establish whether the find could qualify as a barge or any other type of vessel, but there are compelling reasons
practically to rule out any possibility
that the object could have a connection to the Book of Mormon.
The entire waterway area where the
wooden object was found is a muchmodified and dredged zone. The
chance of any object more than a century old existing intact in such a busy
commercial spot is virtually zero. In
fact, the possibility of a wooden
object that would be more than 4,000
years old even being preserved for
that length of time in relatively intact
form—as the reports indicate—seems
most unlikely. Furthermore, the
Jaredite barges obviously arrived on
an ocean shore, on either the Pacific
or Atlantic coast of America; no logi-
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cal analysis of their landing point
would place their barges in Lake
Michigan.
What we can learn from this case,
and similar finds reported in the
press, is that information of this sort
is much too skimpy to justify any rush
of adrenaline in LDS or any other
readers. We are always at the mercy of
two parties in such situations,
reporters and advocates. Reporters
rarely know enough about archaeology to provide an accurate and informative article about a find. Even if
they talk at some length (that would
mean, for a reporter, a few hours) to
well-informed experts, they are not
likely to learn more than a few basic
facts about the find. Given the press’s
interest in the sensational, almost
invariably what is reported in the
early stage of a research project will
exaggerate or misunderstand at least
some of what is and is not known.
Deservedly little credence is given
such hasty reporting. Archaeologists
themselves frequently find themselves
misquoted or misunderstood by
deadline-sensitive journalists.
Increasingly we also should realize
that parties who want their cause to
be put in a good light in relation to a
discovery intervene to shape press
reports. In the case of the Chicago
“submarine” find, it appears that
some underwater archaeologists
(whether amateur or professional)
wanted to gain time and funding to
conduct better studies of the “mysterious object.” To protect their interest
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against public apathy, they strove to
raise the stakes. If they could whip up
press attention with words like “mysterious,” they might hold off commercial forces that probably would want
to get the find cleared out of a busy
area as quickly and economically as
possible.
Another spate of publicity recently
stemmed from a modest discovery in
Miami, Florida. Smack in the path of a
proposed luxury condominium development, local archaeologists found
what they trumpeted to journalists as
a “temple.” Actually the find was a ruin
of very modest size that consisted of a
ring of postholes. The structure it represented was somewhat distinctive for
the area. The excavators speculated
this might have been a religious structure of the Tequesta Indians, a small
group who occupied the Miami area
when the Spanish explorers first
arrived there less than five centuries
ago. An adroit public relations game
was played by the researchers. By
whipping up international interest on
the Internet, they apparently hoped to
force the land developer not to ignore
the archaeological ruin. Use of the
pretentious term temple was combined with vague reference to supposed
“Maya influence” from Yucatan (based
on a single rough stone artifact) to
make the little site sound important.
While one can admire the way the
proponents played their hand, nothing
in the ancient remains is of more than
local concern.
In other cases some famous but
ambitious archaeologist considers it
in his or her interest to plump up the
importance of a find to advance a
career. Some of these researchers have
a reputation among their colleagues
for “archaeology by press conference,”
where the name of the game is to
maximize the number of press clippings obtainable while having in hand
minimal information.
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In the competition among these
diverse interests, the public is rarely
going to get reliable data with any
haste.

Piedras Negras: Lords of the Forest

Not all journalists produce superficial articles about archaeology. A positive example is the article by Lee
Siegel in the weekend Salt Lake Tribune for 31 January 1999 entitled
“Lords of the Forest: A Brigham
Young University Researcher Explores
the Mysteries of an Ancient Maya City
in Guatemala and Its Inhabitants”
(pp. J–1 and J–5). Despite one’s anticipation of light reading after the title
has used the mandatory words “mysteries” and “ancient,” Siegel succeeds
in conveying considerable—and reliable—information.
Readers are given a substantial picture of both the romance of a remote
jungle dig and the background,
process, and prospects of a major fiveyear project conceived and run by
BYU’s Dr. Stephen Houston, one of
the leading scholars on deciphering
Mayan inscriptions. He and other
BYU personnel are working with colleagues from Harvard, Yale, Pennsylvania, Arizona, and other major
universities at the ruin named Piedras
Negras. The first excavations of this
site on the Guatemala side of the
Usumacinta River were undertaken by
the University of Pennsylvania over 50
years ago. That earlier effort was never
properly completed nor reported.
Since this ruin is one of the few where
little modern looting has occurred,
Houston hopes to recover many stone
monuments that will document its
history. It flourished, along with other
Classic Maya sites, from approximately A.D. 250 to 850.
Incidentally, Siegel also penned a
small article entitled “Piedras Negras

Dig Unrelated to Book of Mormon.”
Houston, not a Latter-day Saint, is
quoted as saying that BYU is now “one
of the strongest centers in the world
for the study of ancient Mesoamerica.”
He formerly taught at Vanderbilt University, after becoming one of the half
dozen leaders in the study of Maya
hieroglyphs and civilization. “Much to
the credit of the university [BYU],” he
went on, “they’ve never compelled me
to adopt a particular perspective on . . .
interpretation.”
Clearly the quality of journalistic
reports of studies of past cultures differs as much as the studies themselves.
Readers need to cultivate a critical
sense about what they read on these
matters in the press, but at its best,
popularized writing can provide helpful information. Where JBMS readers
may wish to receive guidance on the
quality of such reports, requests may
be directed to FARMS or to this journal. To the extent that our resources
permit we may be able to furnish
helpful answers.

A Bronze Sword from America

Early in 1999 a corroded metal
sword (approximately 25 cm long)
was brought to FARMS in Provo and
offered for whatever tests seemed
appropriate and possible. Dr. Steven
Jones of the BYU Physics faculty happened to be offering a graduate course
during the semester on “archaeometry,” the use of advanced physics
instrumentation in aid of archaeology. Since then archaeology student
Aaron Jordan has been investigating
the sword under Jones’s guidance and
recently reported on his findings to a
symposium held at BYU featuring
student research projects in physics.
The sword was found in Texas on
private land at a depth of six feet by
an arrowhead collector. Being unin-

terested in this artifact, the finder gave
it away. When it was brought to
FARMS for examination, Jones and
BYU archaeologists John E. Clark and
David J. Johnson saw the weapon.
They judged that it gave every indication of being ancient and was of a
form completely unknown in the
Americas. It is hoped that field investigation of the site where the sword
was found will soon be possible.
Meanwhile Jordan has been studying
the object under Jones’s direction. A
test on a scaled-off fragment of the
metal using a particle-induced X-ray
emission (PIXE) instrument developed by student Scott Perry in the
BYU Physics Department (under Drs.
Rees, Jones, and Mangelson) revealed
a copper-tin alloy—bronze. Chemical
composition of bits of soil found on
the weapon confirmed that the soil
and metal had been in contact for
some time.
Because the metal itself and the
form of the weapon pointed to an Old
World source, Jordan and Johnson
sought parallels in the comparative
literature on Bronze Age Europe and
Asia. While some similarities were
found to Celtic bronze swords of
northwestern Europe, eventually a
very close parallel was found elsewhere. The wreck of a Mycenaean vessel on the coast of Turkey had yielded
swords of both Mycenaean (in
Greece) and Canaanite styles dating
between 1,500 and 1,200 B.C., and a
Canaanite example compares in specific details with the Texas specimen.
Permission is being sought to run
physical tests on Mediterranean
weapons for comparison.
Of course no satisfactory explanation can be advanced at this time as to
how an Old World artifact could have
reached Texas. Reports of finds on the
coast of Texas suggest the possibility
of one or more European shipwrecks
there in pre-Columbian times. What-

ever we might surmise about its origin, further studies of the sword and
its context are planned.

Asiatic Origin of Na-Dene Languages
(Navajo and Relatives)

Linguist Merritt Ruhlen of Stanford
University recently published an
important article on “The Origin of
the Na-Dene” in the prestigious Proceedings of the National Academy of
Science.1 Some linguists have long
sought, and claimed, evidence for a
connection between Asiatic languages
and the Na-Dene family of North
America. (Three of its branches are
found on islands along the coast of
British Columbia and southern
Alaska. The fourth, and largest,
branch, Athabaskan, includes Navajo
and Apache plus dozens of others in
northwest Canada.)
Most experts have considered the
evidence inadequate to establish any
language connection between the two
continents. Now Ruhlen documents
convincingly that a particular people
in western Siberia use a language
closely related to Na-Dene. Their language, Ket, is spoken today by about
550 people only, the sole survivors of
what once was a much larger Yeniseian family of languages. Ruhlen
notes that “no one has ever directly
compared the Yeniseian and Na-Dene
families,” meaning that nobody before
has gone to the trouble to see if hard
evidence existed that might challenge
the dogma of a supposed ocean “barrier” to migration. He now presents
36 cognate (shared) terms between
Ket and Na-Dene languages—such
everyday words as children, dry,
hunger, name, night, summer, elbow,
foot, birch bark, snow, deer, and rope.
The nature of the parallels strongly
argues that they are due to the two
language groups having had a common
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origin; no other explanation for the
similarities makes sense. The linguist’s
analysis points to the strong likelihood that the ancestors of the NaDene speakers once dwelt in Eurasia
with or near the Yeniseians. He is
unable to specify a date for the migration of the Na-Dene to northwestern
America beyond the vague statement
“between . . . 11,000 years ago and . . .
3,000 years ago.”
This newly established link supports, and is supported by, a previous
unorthodox proposal for an intercontinental relationship between other
tongues. Otto Sadovszky, a linguist at
California State University at Fullerton, had earlier established the existence of strong ties between Uralic
languages of western Siberia and the
Penutian family of central California.2
The Uralic family was located only a
few hundred miles from where
Ruhlen’s Ket-speakers live. Internal
evidence in Uralic tongues allowed
Sadovszky to set a date of around 500
B.C. for that movement. He hypothesized that migrants had moved north
downriver from their homeland to the
Arctic Ocean, then east along the
coast to Alaska. They would then have
followed the possibilities for salmon
fishing southward as far as the San
Francisco Bay area (where salmon
end) before moving inland.
An important compilation of
Sadovszky’s research papers is: The
Discovery of California: A Cal-Ugtian
Comparative Study (Los Angeles:
International Society for TransOceanic Research, 1996).
Professor Ruhlen agrees that evidence
for Sadovszky’s Uralic-Penutian link
and his interpretation of a YeniseianNa-Dene connection strengthen each
other. Furthermore, he believes that
the Na-Dene speakers traveled by boat
from Siberia to the islands off the
coast of British Columbia (where
some of their descendants became the
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Haida, Tlingit, and Eyak Indians, and
others moved inland to form populations of Athabaskan speakers such as
the Navajo).3
At least two lessons may be drawn
from this information from “out of
the [linguistic] dust,” (1) scholars are
increasingly recognizing that peoples
could and did cross the ocean “barrier” long ago by boat, and (2) general
statements by linguists to the effect
that “there were no language connections between the Old World and the
New” are worthless pronouncements
so long as the necessary detailed studies have never been done that could
prove or disprove such a state of
affairs. When they are done, the
stereotyped generalizations may prove
worthless.


Coming in Future Issues
Joseph Smith’s Problems in Protecting the Gold Plates
Jeremiah and Lehi
B. H. Roberts as a Book of Mormon Scholar
How to “Ponder” the Scriptures
Heaven and Hell in Nephite Theology
Composing Leroy Robertson’s Book of Mormon Oratorio
The Book of Mormon: A Product of an Oral Culture
The Form and Nature of the Gold Plates
Angels in the Book of Mormon
The Book of Mormon in Films
Latter-day Saint Lore about the Three Nephites
The Book of Morman as Epic Literature

FA R M S

